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C H A P T E R  O N E

Introduction: International Perspectives on 
Education, PAR, and Social Change

Dip K apoor & Steven Jordan

As globalist euphoria, market triumphalism despite recent  vulnerabilities 
and hypermodernizing political, cultural, educational, and linguistic 
projects define the dominant accents of this historical juncture, aca-
demics and knowledge/pedagogical workers continue to deliberate on 
our contributions to education, research, and to knowledge processes. 
More importantly, for those of us who view such engagements as being 
fundamentally political, we critically assess the import of synergies between 
research, knowledge, education, and social action in relation to the 
dominant epistemic conceptions and political- economic interests of 
our time. Recognizing that all research and socioeducational inquiry 
begins from a social location and that research being conducted by 
those who are located with and for power, will produce knowledge use-
ful for the purposes of ruling relations and the reinforcement of exist-
ing hierarchies of culture and material existence (for instance, “western 
empiricism reif ies the conventional values legitimating capitalist soci-
ety” Antonio, 1981, p. 381), it is incumbent on others to democratize 
and decolonize these constructions (Fanon, 1961; Freire, 1970; Nandy, 
1987; Nkrumah, 1964; Smith, 1999) and take a standpoint outside the 
relations of ruling (Smith, 2005). We need to be clear about whose 
standpoint we are taking and why, whose questions need to be addressed 
and what for and then write with responsibility toward those for whom 
we claim to write.

With this preamble and invocation in mind, the idea for this col-
lection on Education, Participatory Action Research, and Social Change: 
International Perspectives was prompted by the critical observation that 
research, including its more participatory expressions, as it pertains to 
education and social research at large, is increasingly being defined (in 
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Dip Kapoor & Steven Jordan2

concept and practice) by

 (a) an onto- epistemic Euro- American cultural modernization imper-
ative with its attendant homogenizing and assimilationist cultural-
 educational- research implications (Grande, 2004; Nandy, 2005; 
Smith, 1999);

(b) a neoliberal market fundamentalism that corrals and instrumental-
izes research toward selecting and addressing research issues that are 
primarily of significance to the market and to corporatized- states (or 
conversely, research that is of little political threat to these interests) 
to assist in the management and control of populations (a sociology 
of regulation and discipline) (Baxi, 2000; Hamm, 2005; Levidow, 
2005; Reimer, 2004; Sears, 2003) in service of global capital and 
modernization agendas, while continuing to proclaim the myths of 
democracy and sustainability;

 (c) an increasing Euro- American professionalization (e.g., techniciza-
tion and scientization of method) of the practice/approach to par-
ticipatory forms of research (or approaches to an “acceptable PAR”) 
that submerges the ideological content of theories and knowledge 
claims and masquerades for a purported objectivity (while simulta-
neously denouncing the possibility of “objective truths and meth-
ods”) that is subsequently deemed funds- worthy (for examples of 
techno- managerial PAR designs, see selections from Reason & 
Bradbury, 2007), while the object and purpose of research is cur-
tailed to servicing the professions (Kemmis & Smith, 2008) (e.g., 
enhancements in teacher pedagogy, health practice, shop- f loor 
training programs, and “quality of work life” programs for produc-
tivity and effective service delivery) in the Lewinian tradition of 
action research, thereby effectively circumventing issues of power-
 political interests, the relations of power and how research contrib-
utes to the reproduction of sociopolitical asymmetries; and

(d) the co- optation of “participatory anything” (essentially processes of 
democratization) in to its antithesis, that is, processes of control 
and discipline, benign or exploitative, by international institutions 
allegedly addressing progressive concerns around Third World 
development, debt, impoverishment, and inequality (e.g., World 
Bank conceptions and applications) (Abrahamsen, 2000; Cooke & 
Kothari, 2001; Jordan, 2003; Rahnema, 1990) or by civil society 
groups (e.g., international NGOs) (Green, 2000; Kamat, 2002) 
peddling empowerment, justice, and human rights, while simul-
taneously working toward depoliticizing the politics of pain (tran-
quilizing protest with the rhetoric of the promise of participation) 
often engendered by market- state violence,1 largely left unaddressed 
by the voluntary champions of the people or alternatively, acti-
vated as fodder for self- perpetuation and continued aid- dependent 
relationships.
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Introduction 3

The attempted political dismemberment and disengagement of PAR 
(especially in relation to anti/critical colonial variations) in profes-
sional and academic spaces is, both, predictable (given the politics of 
 co- optation and its role in helping to reproduce a global capitalist hege-
mony and Euro- American knowledge hegemony) and ironic, given the 
real extent of marginalization, dispossession, and colonization (Bond, 
2006; Chossudovsky, 2003; Rodney, 1982) in the contemporary era and 
more significantly, the growing and vocal resistance to attempted subju-
gations (Barker, 2005; Polet, 2007). Such spaces of a people’s PAR and 
social action, points to the possibilities for academic versions of PAR to 
become engaged with the politics of the margins (Kane, 2000; Kapoor, 
2008) as these sites remain the soil of germination for indigenous, anti/
critical colonial, and third worldist PAR engagements.

The neutering of the political intent and definition of PAR (in acade-
mia and in governing institutions) processes committed to the interests of 
a popular pedagogical and knowledge project of, from, by, and for mar-
ginalized and dispossessed (in economic, political, cultural, ecological, 
and spiritual terms) social groups, calls attention to the pressing political 
and epistemic necessity to redraw the lines distinguishing various PAR 
engagements. This task needs to be undertaken with a view to revive and 
revitalize (in academic discourse) the notion and the contemporary reality 
that educational research and educational PAR can and is being utilized 
in the politico- cultural pedagogies and the daily praxis of social groups 
addressing the impositions of modernizing cultural imperatives of formal 
education and research (including increasingly professionalized forms of 
academic PAR, see Reason & Bradbury, 2006)2 that continue to remain 
tainted by imperial and colonial ambition; an ambition tied to Eurocentric 
knowledge production and to the march of capital, euphemistically 
referred to as globalization (Hamm, 2005; Petras & Veltmeyer, 2001).

This critical assessment of contemporary versions of PAR and par-
ticipatory forms of research in education and social research at large, 
prompted the development of this collection of chapters drawing primar-
ily from indigenous, global South, and Euro- American critical traditions 
in educational and social research that attempt to (1) demonstrate what 
PAR, education, and social change mean in varied international contexts 
(while foregrounding indigenous and South contexts), since research ger-
minates from different culturally defined and politico- historically located 
onto- epistemic starting points and political projects; (2) emphasize the 
political nature and contribution of socioeducational research and the dif-
ferent ways in which PAR can and is contributing to various political 
projects of the wretched of the earth (Fanon, 1961) internationally, while 
continuing to rely on a critical ref lexivity (a defining ingredient of any 
PAR process committed to a politics of the margins and the constant 
reinvigoration of participatory research approaches) concerned with the 
moral, practical, and political ramifications and contradictions of PAR 
activations; (3) demonstrate and explore aspects of the critique of current 
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approaches to research (including dominant conceptions of its more par-
ticipatory variants) and the associated political interests that are served by 
such research; and (4) address these afore- mentioned possibilities while 
drawing upon participatory educational (formal, nonformal, informal, 
and incidental learning) and sociocultural research in multiple spaces 
including formal education (e.g., higher education), community (e.g., in 
indigenous communities) and applications in and from social movements/
struggles,  primarily in the South.

By embracing indigenous conceptions, approaches and practices of 
PAR as a living praxis; by magnifying the role and contribution of PAR 
in the multifarious struggles of marginalized social groups in the regions 
of the global South (Africa, Asia, and Latin America); and by engaging 
critical Euro- American conceptions of PAR and its utility in a politics 
attentive to addressing ecological concerns, commercialization of edu-
cation/research and the containment of democratic pedagogies and pop-
ular research/knowledge processes in formal education, it is hoped that 
this collection will return PAR to its anti and/or critical- colonial roots 
in living indigenous traditions (Smith, 1999), to Euro- American critical 
traditions and to third worldist conceptions (Fals- Borda, 1979, 1981; Fals-
 Borda & Rahman, 1991; Freire, 1970; Hall, Gillette, & Tandon, 1982; 
Mustafa, 1981; Nyerere, 1979; Rahman, 1985) from which PAR ger-
minated as a politics, a pedagogy and a knowledge of, by, and for the 
people.

Specifically, the collection attempts to address some of the following 
guiding questions/issues related to education, PAR, and social change in 
international and marginal contexts:

 (i) What is PAR in contemporary international and marginal con-
texts? How is it being conceptualized in different education and 
social change locations and initiatives? What are some examples of 
these various PAR projects for social change?

 (ii) Who are the protagonists of PAR work and in what communi-
ties of engagement? How does the practice of PAR in indigenous 
and Southern locations continue to make research and education/
learning meaningful to the participating communities? What do 
indigenous and diasporic authors from the South have to say about 
PAR from their different locations of partnership?

(iii) From critical vantage points, what are some of the current preoc-
cupations and issues concerning PAR and the politics of knowl-
edge creation, education, and social change?

Organization of the Book

The book is divided into two sections, one on theory and the second 
on case studies drawn from Africa, Latin America, Asia, and Canada. 
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Introduction 5

This division should not be taken too literally, however, as each of the 
seventeen chapters that comprise the book have in one way or another 
attempted to show that PAR is a composite methodology that is con-
cerned foremost with questions of praxis, that is, the integration of theory 
and practice as an ongoing problem to be addressed in any form of social 
inquiry, whether in ethnographies and other kinds of fieldwork, or in 
understanding the generation of theory as a practical activity. In this sense 
the division is ultimately heuristic in simply allowing each author to bring 
a particular focus to their writing as an expression of a dimension of PAR. 
With this caveat in mind, we now proceed to provide a brief overview of 
the themes and issues that constitute the book.

Rather than present a chapter by chapter overview as is customary 
in many introductions, we have chosen to draw out and present what 
we view as the salient preoccupations and issues that are common to the 
authors who have made contributions to this book on PAR. In doing 
this, we hope to show that not only has PAR evolved and transformed 
considerably since its beginnings more than fifty years ago, but that in 
the contemporary period it continues to be the most effective form of 
research for working with marginalized communities and populations 
across a wide range of social/geographical contexts, and on an equally 
wide array of pressing issues from street kids in Brazil, rural women in 
Tanzania, indigenous populations in Algeria, Canada, India, and New 
Zealand, to communities affected by multinational mining operations in 
Ghana. Broadly speaking, these preoccupations and issues identified by 
authors fall into the following categories, each of which we discuss in 
the following text: co- optation and assimilation; knowledge creation and 
the critique of mainstream social sciences; social movement learning and 
PAR; and PAR as an indigenous methodology.

Co- optation and Assimilation

This is a theme that cuts across several of the chapters contained in the 
first section of the book on theory (e.g., Jordan, Kapoor, Kincheloe, 
Lange, McTaggart and Curró) and which is also explored in some of the 
case studies (e.g., Barua, Chovanec and Gonzalez, Veissiere, and Walsh). 
Broadly, the analysis is that since its inception almost half a century ago 
within anticolonial movements in the global south, PAR increasingly has 
been subject to forces that have compromised its revolutionary potential as 
a transformatory methodology for subaltern and otherwise marginalized 
populations aimed at bettering their social and political conditions. For 
example, it is clear from both Jordan’s and Kapoor’s analysis of, respec-
tively the World Bank and the Adivasi (“untouchables”) of the Indian state 
of Orissa, that there is a real and palpable tension in both the trajectory 
of PAR and its uses as a tool for particular kinds of social change. In the 
former instance, it is evident that cloaked within the apparently progres-
sive academic discourses of social capital used by the World Bank (and 

9780230615137ts02.indd   59780230615137ts02.indd   5 7/13/2009   12:04:41 PM7/13/2009   12:04:41 PM
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many other international development agencies and NGOs), the concept 
and practice of participation, unequivocally, has been subordinated to a 
neoliberal agenda that in many respects mirrors the aims, objectives, and 
priorities of nineteenth-  and twentieth- century colonialism. This kind 
of analysis is also explored in Chovanec and Gonzalez’s study of young 
women activists in the northern Chilean city of Arica. They note that 
the young women activists that they worked with had become increas-
ingly critical of the imperialist illusion of participation orchestrated by 
successive liberal- democratic governments installed after civil rule was 
reestablished in 1989. For these women, a critical praxis of action and 
ref lection became central to developing a critique of neoliberal policies 
that continues unabated, despite the demise of the Pinochet dictatorship 
that occurred after this period. The analysis presented by Chovanec and 
Gonzalez is that in order to counter neoliberal constructions of partici-
pation generated by institutions such as the World Bank, practitioners of 
PAR must engage the groups and populations with whom they work in 
a systematic analysis of the social relations of capitalism to prevent cyn-
icism, disillusionment, and disengagement. Kapoor’s argument is that it 
is important to distinguish between what he terms as participatory aca-
demic research (or par) as opposed to PAR arising from an embedded 
and organic process rooted in the concerns of marginalized groups. For 
academics using participatory research methods with subaltern groups 
such as the Adivasi, this inevitably poses questions about in whose inter-
ests the research process is being organized. For Kapoor the only way 
to ensure that a PAR process is initiated and sustained is for academic 
researchers to continually work at embedding all aspects of participatory 
research in a living praxis, where participants learn to take control and 
academic researchers become willing hostages to their concerns. Other 
dimensions of this tension, between the rationalities and imperatives driv-
ing funded academic research and the concerns and issues of particular 
groups and populations who constitute the focus of participatory research, 
is also explored in the chapters by Kincheloe, Lange, Barua, Veissiere, and 
Walsh. Again, in each of these chapters the authors discuss the tendency 
for participatory forms of research to become embroiled in a politics of 
co- optation that is exercised either through the disciplinary character and 
history of their research paradigm (e.g., Veissiere and Walsh in relation 
to Anthropology), or the social organization of participation itself (e.g., 
Kincheloe, Lange, Barua). The point made by all these authors, however, 
is that in participatory research processes it is the politics of research that 
has to be actively engaged with to prevent co- option and subordination to 
the disciplinary knowledge making processes of Western scholarship.

Knowledge Creation and the Critique of Mainstream Social Sciences

A number of chapters in this collection focus on two interrelated themes 
that have historically defined PAR: (1) PAR’s role in creating new forms 
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of knowledge from the standpoint of subaltern groups; (2) its relationship 
to the mainstream social sciences. Weber- Pillwax, for example, provides a 
ref lective account of her experiences in dealing with various levels of local 
and regional government, and universities, in trying to secure acceptance 
and legitimacy for indigenous (Cree) ways of knowing, viewing, and 
experiencing the social world within a predominantly monocultural edu-
cational system. As she observes in her account of the internal struggles 
she engaged in with Northland School Board over the 1980s and 1990s, 
the indigenous participatory elements of her culture provided the intel-
lectual and spiritual resources to confront, challenge, and negotiate spaces 
for Cree knowledge with the dominant administrative apparatuses of the 
school system. In this respect, PAR for her, represents an everyday rev-
olution that facilitates the movement of aboriginal people between their 
indigenous culture and the institutions of the colonial power. Chambers 
and Balanoff in their contribution make a similar argument in relation to 
their Ulukhaktok Literacies Research Project. The legacies of colonization by 
the Canadian state, they observe, has had profoundly negative implica-
tions for the Inuit people that they work and research with in Northern 
Canada. In particular, they note that the introduction of an educational 
system imposed from the South effectively disrupted and fragmented tra-
ditional knowledge producing practices that had historically been part 
of Inuit culture. It is against this background that they initiated their 
PAR- based Ulukhaktok Literacies Research Project as a means to reinvigo-
rate traditional approaches to learning and knowledge creation that are 
both relevant and meaningful within the broader context of Inuit culture. 
They also point out, however, that the criteria used by Canadian federal 
and provincial funding agencies do not only mitigate against support-
ing PAR projects such as theirs, but also work to undermine indigenous 
intellectuals from leading them as Principal Investigators. In this respect 
the conceptual practices of the social sciences imposes a double deficit 
on research within indigenous communities. This is a view echoed by 
Conrad and Kendall in their piece on Making Space for Youth, where they 
note that not only it is conventional social scientific research (e.g., sur-
vey questionnaires) “problematic and inappropriate [. . .] yielding ineffec-
tual results” on homeless/street involved youth in Canada, but that it is 
often utilized as a “stalling tactic” by “tight fisted” governments who 
are reluctant or averse to fund policies that constructively engage with 
the problem. As a consequence, Kendall and Conrad’s response has been 
to establish PAR partnerships between iHuman (an NGO) and univer-
sity researchers that engage homeless/street involved youth in arts- based, 
participatory projects, that draw on their oral traditions, stories, life his-
tories, photographs, radio, music, myths, and so on, in making digital 
art video narratives of their lives. Barua, Belkacem, and Shizha’s chap-
ters deal with the issue of how indigenous cultures with strong partici-
patory traditions—and their respective knowledge generating traditions, 
customs, and practices—collide and come into conf lict with hegemonic 
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Dip Kapoor & Steven Jordan8

systems of thought that either undermine or repress them. Barua discusses 
this process in relation to the changing character of funding and policy 
direction of NGOs concerning micro- credit in Bangladesh; for Belkacem 
it concerns the contradictory situation of the Berber, caught between fun-
damentalist Islam and state surveillance; whereas Shizha’s study focuses 
on how Western conceptual practices of science education imposed by 
colonization have systematically excluded indigenous knowledges from 
the school curriculum, despite their obvious relevance to contemporary 
debates on sustainable development.

Last, it is important to draw attention to the interdisciplinary and exper-
imental knowledge making practices that contributors have reported on 
in this book. These range from Walsh’s use of video documentary tech-
niques with shack dwellers in Durban (South Africa), arts- based tech-
niques employed by Harata and Greenwood in developing Maori literacy 
programs for teachers in New Zealand, to the construction of digital 
life histories that Conrad and Kendall explored with homeless youth in 
Edmonton (Canada). What is striking about all these examples is that 
practitioners of PAR are experimenting with methodologies and methods 
that are far more innovative than those used by conventional social science 
or educational research.

Social Movement Learning and PAR

Perhaps the most inf luential work on adult learning in recent years is 
Foley’s (1999) Learning in Social Action. Foley’s insistence on the pivotal 
role of informal learning in the everyday lives of people under capital-
ism has had profound effects on both research conducted on the learning 
that adults do within particular contexts (work, leisure, domestic con-
texts) and the way in which learning as a complex, multifaceted activ-
ity, has been understood. Foley’s observations that learning—particularly 
informal learning—is an integral aspect of all human activity and that it 
is shaped by interpersonal, institutional, and broader social and political 
forces (see chapter by Jordan), has clear parallels with what most, if not 
all, authors in this compilation have to say about PAR as an activity con-
cerned with the generation of self- ref lexive learning among its constitu-
ent groups and populations. In this respect, the book contributes, both in 
theory and through the case studies it presents, to the debate concerning 
the relationship of learning to research, politics, and social change within 
capitalist societies. There are numerous examples of this kind of analysis 
throughout the collection. Valerie Kwai Pun’s study of WACAM (Wassa 
Association of Communities Affected by Mining), the NGO that spon-
taneously emerged in Ghana in 1998, reveals how a PAR inspired national 
popular education movement involving sixty communities and more than 
ten thousand people was created to contest and challenge the negative 
social and environmental impacts of gold mining by multinational corpo-
rations. As she convincingly shows, through its provision of workshops, 
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training programs, and community sensitization projects, WACAM has 
congealed into a national social movement constituting a culture of resis-
tance to the incursions of unbridled capitalist development within Ghana 
over the last decade. Similar kinds of community activated anticapitalist/
neoliberal learning are also analyzed by Chovanec and Gonzalez in their 
study of women’s social movements in Chile, and by Kapoor in his study 
of indigenous Adivasi in Orissa. Another dimension of the learning that 
PAR can generate is provided by Conrad and Kendall’s study of homeless/
street involved youth, and Lange’s work in her university extension classes 
with middle- class professionals. In both instances, ref lexive- participatory 
methods are used to bring self- awareness and heightened consciousness 
of the circumstances in which individuals find themselves, whether as 
homeless aboriginal youth on the streets of Edmonton, or as questioning 
middle- class adults participating in university extension courses focused 
on sustainability. What these and other chapters in this collection show 
is that (1) PAR and learning are inseparable activities that are embedded 
within a tight dialectical relationship of mutual change and transforma-
tion; (2) PAR can, under certain circumstances, become a powerful tool 
for the generation of critical and otherwise anticapitalist forms of learn-
ing for both individuals and communities; (3) informal learning is key 
to understanding the complex dimensions of knowledge creation within 
social movements.

Indigenous Peoples and PAR

As Smith (1999) has shown, while indigenous people have strong and 
ongoing traditions of direct participation within their cultures, these have 
largely disappeared within industrial capitalist societies with the advance 
of technical rationality, instrumental reason, and the proliferation of the 
wage labor- capital relation. As discussed by a number of authors in this 
collection, this process has been one of uneven development in the sense 
that while increasing numbers of aboriginal communities around the 
globe have become increasingly subject to penetration by these processes 
and relations, there are still others that have protected and maintained the 
integrity of their traditions, languages, and cultures. Consequently, some 
aboriginal communities have managed to maintain and reproduce social 
relations and practices that effectively constitute organic forms of PAR that 
are specific to the indigenous cultures that generate them. Contributions 
to this volume by Conrad and Kendall, Te Aika Harata and Greenwood, 
Chambers and Balanoff, Belkacem, Kapoor, Kwai Pun, Shizha, Mhina, 
and Weber- Pillwax show that these cultures of PAR do not only act as 
deep reservoirs in the reproduction of language, knowledge/skill, experi-
ence, and understanding, but they also provide local resources for resistance 
and negotiation against the globalizing tendencies of neoliberalism across a 
wide range of contexts in both the North and Global South. Among other 
things, what they appear to do most effectively is to provide strong cultural 
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spaces that are compatible with research- based forms of PAR described by 
contributors to this volume. For example, Weber- Pillwax perceives strong 
continuities between Cree notions of communal space denoted by sakaw, 
as does Mhina and Shizha in their descriptions of, respectively, Tweyambe 
and dare/indaba. What is significant about these cultural spaces is that 
while they are constituted by social relations that express research- based 
approaches to PAR (e.g., direct participation, democratic discussion and 
debate, inclusiveness, a concern with social justice etc.), they also pose alter-
native sources of knowledge- producing practices from dominant Western 
sciences. Smith (1999) has already shown how such practices might be used 
to reconceptualize the ways in which research is conducted in relation to 
aboriginal peoples, as well as the dominant culture, by rejecting predom-
inantly positivist and structuralist paradigms in favor of approaches that 
attempt to work outside and are critical of the hegemonic discourses of 
the academy. Such an indigenous research methodology (IRM) as Weber-
 Pillwax calls it, is not just simply a set of technical, how to, methods for 
conducting forms of PAR, but emphasizes the fundamental connections 
between history, culture, politics, and research, that is, that any kind of 
research is laden with questions of value, human judgment, and politics 
irrespective of its disciplinary grounding.

Notes

1. For example, according to the World Commission on Dams (reference), dams alone have dis-
placed 80 million people reducing them to “development refugees” (Rajagopal, 2004).

2. As Rahman (1985) noted in the early 1980s, “PAR, after all, is threatening to become a respect-
able intellectual movement, and participatory researchers are gaining in social status, within and 
across national frontiers. PAR is getting institutionalized” (p. 19). These observations remain 
ever more pertinent today, given the neoliberalization of higher education, an associated culture 
of performativity and an academic entrepreneurialism that encourages co- optations and even 
within PAR circle f lirtations with professionalized pseudo- scientif ic social research (e.g., Sage 
handbooks on research methods are achieving almost biblical status in the chase for research 
funds and research acceptability).

References

Abrahamsen, R. (2000). Disciplining democracy: Development discourse and good governance in Africa. 
London: Zed.

Antonio, R. (1981). Immanent critique as the core of critical theory: Its origins and development in 
Hegel, Marx, and contemporary thought. British Journal of Sociology, 32(3), 325–351.

Barker, J. (2005). Sovereignty matters: Locations of contestation and possibility in indigenous struggles for 
self- determination. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press.

Baxi, U. (2000). Human rights: Suffering between the movements and markets. In R. Cohen, & 
S. Rai (Eds.), Global social movements (pp. 33–45). New Brunswick, NJ: Athlone Press.

Bond, P. (2006). Looting Africa: The economics of exploitation. London: Zed.
Chossudovsky, M. (2003). The globalization of poverty: Impacts of IMF and World Bank reforms. New 

Jersey: Zed.
Cooke, B., & Kothari, U. (Eds.). (2001). Participation: The new tyranny? London: Zed.
Fals- Borda, O. (1979). Investigating reality in order to transform it. Dialectical Anthropology, 4(1), 

33–56.

9780230615137ts02.indd   109780230615137ts02.indd   10 7/13/2009   12:04:42 PM7/13/2009   12:04:42 PM



Introduction 11

———. (1981). The challenge of action research. Development: Seeds of Change, 1, 55–61.
Fals Borda, O., & Rahman, M. (Eds.). (1991). Action and knowledge: Breaking the monopoly with partici-

patory action- research. New York: Apex Press.
Fanon, F. (1961). Wretched of the earth. New York: Grove Press.
Freire, P. (1970). Pedagogy of the oppressed. New York: Continuum.
Grande, S. (2004). Red pedagogy: Native American social and political thought. Lanham, MD: Rowman & 

Littlefield.
Green, M. (2000). Participatory development and the appropriation of agency in Southern Tanzania. 

Critique of Anthropology, 20(1), 67–89.
Hall, B., Gillette, A., & Tandon, R. (1982). Creating knowledge: A monopoly? New Delhi, India: 

Society for Participatory Research.
Hamm, B. (2005). Cynical science: Science and truth as cultural imperialism. In B. Hamm, & 

R. Smandych (Eds.), Cultural imperialism: Essays on the political economy of cultural domination 
(pp. 60–76). Toronto: Broadview Press.

Jordan, S. (2003). Who stole my methodology: Co- opting PAR. Globalisation, Societies and Education, 
1(2), 185–200.

Kamat, S. (2002). Development hegemony: NGOs and the state in India. Delhi: Oxford.
Kane, L. (2000). Popular education and the landless people’s movement in Brazil (MST). Studies in 

the Education of Adults, 32(1), 36–50.
Kapoor, D. (2008). Globalization, dispossession and subaltern social movement (SSM) learning in 

the South. In A. Abdi, & D. Kapoor (Eds.), Global perspectives on adult education (pp. 100–132). 
New York: Palgrave Macmillan.

Kemmis, S., & Smith, (Eds.). (2008). Enabling praxis: Challenges for education. Rotterdam: Sense 
Publications.

Levidow, R. (2005). Neoliberal agendas for higher education. In A. Saad- Filho, & D. Johnston 
(Eds.), Neoliberalism: A critical reader (pp. 156–162). London: Pluto.

Mustafa, K. (1981). Participatory research among pastoralist peasants in Tanzania: The experience of the 
Jipemoyo project in Bagarnoyo district. Mimeographed World Employment Programme Research 
Report, ILO, Geneva.

Nandy, A. (1987). Traditions, tyranny and utopias: Essays in the politics of awareness. New York: Oxford 
University Press.

———. (2005). Imperialism as a theory of the future. In B. Hamm, & R. Smandych (Eds.), Cultural 
imperialism: Essays on the political economy of cultural domination (pp. 52–59). Toronto: Broadview 
Press.

Nkrumah, K. (1964). Consciencism: Philosophy and ideology for de- colonization. New York: Monthly 
Review.

Nyerere J. K. (1979). Adult education and development. In H. Hinzen, & V. H. Hundsdorfer 
(Eds.), The Tanzanian experience: Education for liberation and development. UNESCO Institute for 
Education, Hamburg: Evans Brothers London.

Petras, J, & Veltmeyer, H. (2001). Globalization unmasked: Imperialism in the 21st century. Halifax, 
Canada: Fernwood Press.

Polet, F. (2007). The state of resistance: Popular struggles in the global south. London: Pluto.
Rahman, M. (1985). The theory and practice of participatory action research. In O. Fals- Borda 

(Ed.), The challenge of social change. London: Sage.
Rahnema, M. (1990). Participatory action research: The “last temptation of saint” development. 

Alternatives, 15(2), 199–226.
Rajagopal, B. (2004). International law from below: Development, social movements and third world resist-

ance. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Reason, P., & Bradbury, H. (2006). Handbook of action research. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
———. (2007). The Sage handbook of action research: Participation, inquiry and practice. Thousand Oaks, 

CA: Sage.
Reimer, M. (Ed.). (2004). Inside corporate U, Women in the academy speak out. Toronto: Sumach.
Rodney, W. (1982). How Europe underdeveloped Africa. Washington, DC: Howard University Press.
Sears, A. (2003). Re- tooling the mind factory: Education in a lean state. Aurora, ON: Garamond.
Smith, L. (1999). Decolonizing methodologies: Research and indigenous peoples. London: Zed.
Smith, D. (2005). Institutional ethnography: A sociology for people. Oxford: AltaMira.

9780230615137ts02.indd   119780230615137ts02.indd   11 7/13/2009   12:04:42 PM7/13/2009   12:04:42 PM



This page intentionally left blank



P A R T  I

International Perspectives on 
Education and PAR

9780230615137ts03.indd   139780230615137ts03.indd   13 7/13/2009   12:05:02 PM7/13/2009   12:05:02 PM



This page intentionally left blank



C H A P T E R  T W O

From a Methodology of the Margins to 
Neoliberal Appropriation and Beyond: 

The Lineages of PAR

Steven Jordan

This chapter builds on theoretical research that I have conducted over the 
past decade on both critical ethnography and participatory action research 
(PAR) ( Jordan, 2002, 2003b). Originally, the aim of this research was 
to problematize what I perceived to be taken- for- granted practices in 
the conduct of mainstream qualitative research that were still shaped and 
informed by colonial relations generated by nineteenth- century anthro-
pology and ethnography ( Jordan, 1993). I became increasingly aware, 
however, that these relations were not simply historical residues that were 
specific to the conceptual practices of anthropology, but were more widely 
distributed throughout the social sciences, as Smith’s work in relation to 
sociology has amply demonstrated (Smith, 1987, 1990a, 1990b, 1994). As a 
consequence I turned my attention to forms of PAR that, historically, had 
been generated outside the academy by social movements in the Global 
South that appeared to hold out the possibility of eschewing the colonial 
legacy of mainstream social sciences.

Despite the fact that approaches to PAR were largely generated and 
defined through the work of radical groups working within anticolonial 
movements in the Global South from the 1960s, it was clear that by the 
1990s their legacy increasingly had been subject to a subtle process of 
institutionalization and co- option by mainstream social science research-
ers, private consultants, government bodies, international development 
agencies, and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs). Depending on the 
context, this process expressed itself in different ways, but was most appar-
ent in the gradual and insidious separation of PAR from its radical origins 
and depoliticization as a methodology of the margins. The general effect, 
however, was to assimilate and reconstitute approaches to PAR within 
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conceptual practices and forms of social organization that were aligned 
with neoliberal globalization ( Jordan, 2003b).

In light of these observations, the first section of the chapter will explore 
the defining themes and issues that have given PAR its contemporary 
character over the last half- century. Following this, the second section 
will explore the politics of co- optation of PAR under neoliberal global-
ization. Given that PAR historically has been susceptible to co- optation, 
the last section of the chapter will examine the possibilities for estab-
lishing a counterhegemonic methodology through a synthesis of PAR 
and other forms of critical research, such as critical ethnography ( Jordan, 
2003a) and learning in social action (Foley, 1999). The aim here will be to 
explore common grounds, as well as the tensions and challenges inherent 
in attempting a methodological synthesis, or hybridization, of PAR with 
these other methodologies.

Lineages

The origins and development of PAR (and other forms of participatory 
research) are both complex and difficult to map with any precision. This is 
not only because the term is used loosely and often interchangeably with 
concepts such as action research, but it is also due to the fact that PAR 
is itself a blend of a broad range of research approaches and epistemolo-
gies that include participatory research, action research, feminist praxis, 
critical ethnography, aboriginal research methodologies, transformative 
education, critical and eco- pedagogies, and popular and community edu-
cation. However, it is also worth noting that versions of PAR and more 
generically, participatory research, have not always been allied with radical 
or liberatory political movements, nor have they necessarily been aimed at 
the emancipation of oppressed and marginalized groups. As I will argue in 
the following text, participatory research has increasingly been the subject 
of co- option and assimilation by what the Canadian sociologist, Dorothy 
Smith (1994), has referred to as the relations of ruling.

Despite this blend of theoretical traditions and emerging tensions in 
the way in which it has been used, it is nevertheless possible to outline 
some general contours and key features that have marked PAR’s historical 
development over the last fifty years. First, it is clear that the impetus for 
exploring forms of participatory research—though they were not nec-
essarily named as such—came from the third world in the early 1960s. 
Inspired by anticolonial and related political struggles, scholars such as 
Paulo Freire (1972) and Orlando Fals- Borda (1969) began to focus their 
attention on how social science research could be used to relocate the 
everyday experiences and struggles of the poor, oppressed, and margin-
alized from the periphery to the centre of social inquiry. Within this sce-
nario, social research was to be transformed from an abstract, detached, 
disinterested, and objective science conducted by outside experts into an 
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emancipatory process centered on what Freire called conscientisation, 
where the poor were to become agents of social and political transforma-
tion aimed at creating just, peaceful, and democratic societies.

Second, independence from colonial powers invariably led to the emer-
gence of forms of popular education through national literacy campaigns, 
such as those led by Castro in Cuba and the Sandinistas in Nicaragua. The 
aim of these literacy campaigns was not merely to inculcate functional lit-
eracy in the populations of the Global South, but to foster forms of pop-
ular consciousness that were critical, emancipatory, and democratic. The 
general thrust of these movements, it should be emphasized, were not only 
radical but also revolutionary (i.e., they had as their focus societal transfor-
mation). These developments have had their counterpart in the countries of 
the Global North. While not driven by the anticolonial and revolutionary 
contexts of the South, forms of adult and community education, labor/
union programs, transformative education, green and ecology movements, 
and more recently the emergence of an international network of indigenous 
and antiglobalization groups have informed the politics of PAR through 
their commitment to a communitarian ethics of organization and practice.

A third strand in the development of PAR relates to its action com-
ponent. Although the history of action research is connected with the 
development of PAR, it nevertheless can be distinguished from it in three 
important ways. First, action research has primarily European and North 
American origins. Second, it has been principally developed by academic 
researchers working from universities within the advanced capitalist 
world of the Global North. Third, its ideological orientation has tended 
to be liberal, focusing on the improvement of professional practices—this 
is why it has proven to be so popular among researchers working with 
teachers and other professional groups. However, in recent years action 
researchers have also become concerned with issues of social justice that 
have shaped PAR. Although much action research continues to express its 
traditionally liberal/professional focus, there are a significant number of 
action researchers who have attempted to incorporate the radical lessons 
of both participatory research and popular education within their practice 
(Carr & Kemmis, 1993).

These themes—origins in the Global South, societal transformation, 
and alignment with action research—cannot capture all the complexi-
ties of the development of PAR over the last fifty years. They do serve 
to show, however, that it has been driven by a dynamic that has centered 
on a democratic, critical, and emancipatory impulse quite distinct from 
conventional research methodologies in the social sciences. Despite this, 
my argument in the next section will be that in the era of neoliberal 
globalization commencing in the late 1970s, approaches to participatory 
research, including PAR, have increasingly been subject to social, eco-
nomic, and political forces that have either challenged or systematically 
compromised this legacy. It is to this process of co- option and assimilation 
that I now turn.
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The Neoliberal Appropriation of PAR

Despite its social origins and radical traditions, PAR and other forms of 
participatory research have increasingly been subject to a subtle process of 
institutionalization and co- option by mainstream social science researchers, 
private consultants, government bodies, international development agen-
cies, and NGOs. Depending on the context, this process has expressed itself 
in different ways. However, the general effect has been to assimilate and 
reconstitute these methodologies within conceptual practices and forms of 
social organization that articulate with the relations of ruling. This tendency 
is most clearly expressed in industrial sociology where PAR, or variations 
of it, has been used to explore the effects of shop- f loor workers’ partici-
pation in managerial decision making through the 1980s and 1990s. For 
example, Whyte’s (1991) rendering of PAR, or that of Argyris’ and Schön’s 
Action Science (1991), reveal an overt concern with organizational change 
and learning on terms and conditions established by multinational corpora-
tions (e.g., Xerox). In this context, PAR’s unique contribution, as part of the 
tool kit of the social sciences, is to co- opt workers’ knowledge and under-
standing of the labor process to effect paradigm shifts on how to boost pro-
ductivity and competitiveness (Whyte, 1991). Despite the human relations 
approach of these authors, the overall impact of the research process that 
they elaborate is to reconstitute PAR as a tool of capitalist accumulation.

The approach to participatory research outlined earlier, it should be 
noted, has inspired an array of participatory workplace initiatives that 
have attempted to reorganize and mask the historical tensions implicit in 
the capital- labor relation in the contemporary period. In particular, I am 
thinking of Senge’s (1990) development of the concept of the learning 
organization and its widespread application to understanding and analyz-
ing capitalist restructuring of the workplace. However, as Fenwick has 
pointed out, not only is it largely uncritical of this process, “the learning 
organisation concept emphasises productivity, efficiency and competitive 
advantage at the expense of the worker” (Fenwick, 1998, p. 151). Another, 
perhaps more insidious, example of what I am referring to is the rise of the 
team concept and the assumed benefits that it provides workers through 
participatory management. Yet as studies, such as Rinehart, Huxley, and 
Robertson (1997) have shown, the team concept invariably implies inten-
sification of the labor process, greater stress through multitasking, and 
burn- out among workers. It is in these ways that the concepts of the learn-
ing organization and team concept can be considered as constitutive of the 
conceptual practices of power (Smith, 1990b).

As I have suggested earlier, while this process is not new it does appear 
to be both accelerating and proliferating (Davis & Monk, 2007; Harvey, 
2005; Howard & King, 2008). Although it is not altogether clear why this 
has occurred in the contemporary period, it is evident that the gradual co- 
option of PAR has been coeval with the emergence and consolidation of 
neoliberalism as a hegemonic form of governance since the 1980s.
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The rise of neoliberalism from the 1980s has had a profound impact on 
economics, politics, and culture within the advanced capitalist countries. 
Its proliferation throughout the 1990s in the former communist bloc, as 
well as less developed countries, now underpins the processes that consti-
tute globalization. While neoliberalism can be viewed as a primarily eco-
nomic philosophy in which free markets are the center- piece (Friedman & 
Friedman, 1985; Hayek, 1944), implicit within it is also a system of gov-
ernmentality whose locus is the individual consumer, not the citizen of 
postwar social democracy. As theorists such as Yeatman (1997, 1998), Rose 
(1992), and Gamble (1986) have shown, the transition from the politics of 
citizen rights to one where everyday life is organized through consumers 
and market relations has fundamentally recontextualized the discourse of 
participatory democracy. By extension, my argument is that the prevalent 
discourses of participation that define contemporary approaches to PAR 
and participatory research have been increasingly infiltrated and appropri-
ated by neoliberal discourses that have profoundly reconfigured the social 
relations of participation in the contemporary period.

Foucault (1991) has shown that regimes of governmentality are both 
insidious and subtle in the myriad of ways in which they generate and 
mould individual subjectivity and consciousness. In this respect neoliber-
alism over the last two decades has utilized a complex of ideological tools 
for this purpose. The most prominent and pervasive is that of the market 
which, as the historian E. P. Thompson (1991) has noted, is projected as

an energising spirit—of differentiation, social mobility, individuali-
sation, innovation, growth, freedom—like a kind of postal sorting-
 station with magical magnifying powers, which transforms each 
letter into a package and each package into a parcel. (p. 305)

To participate in a market is, therefore, to become subject to its “magi-
cal magnifying powers” through which individual consumers can realize 
their own subjectivities. In this way, the market has proven to be a power-
ful ideology in mobilizing consent for the implementation of a neoliberal 
agenda across a broad spectrum of economic, social, and educational poli-
cies that have commodified everyday life within global capitalism.

Although the market metaphor has constituted the master narrative, 
neoliberalism has also generated other conceptual practices that have satu-
rated the social fabric. Of relevance to the discussion here are the concepts 
of social cohesion and social capital. The latter concept, in particular over 
recent years has become the darling of public policy debate across a wide 
range of contexts, particularly in relation to the idea of a learning soci-
ety (Schuller & Field, 1998). Originally developed by Coleman (2000) 
in the 1960s, social capital was rediscovered by political scientists and 
sociologists in the 1990s (Portes, 2000). Since then, it has been embraced 
by a much broader spectrum of the academic community, governments, 
international organizations, and elements of civil society. While there are 
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radical and conservative revisions of the concept, it nevertheless has been 
co- opted and assimilated within a neoliberal policy regime.

Recontextualized in this way, the idea of social capital has become a 
conceptual practice for legitimizing appropriate responses to the antisocial 
effects of the market and, therefore, reenergizing forms of participation 
within civil society from the standpoint of capital (Cooke & Kothari, 
2001; Jordan, 2003b; Jordan & Yeomans, 1991). The World Bank’s Web 
site pages devoted to social capital, for instance, provide a clear example 
of how the concept has come to be used to underpin forms of participa-
tory development in its operations around the world. Indeed, its Social 
Capital Implementation Framework (SCIF) is quite specific in elaborating 
a development process that apparently is indebted to an ethic of popular 
participation for the countries it works in. In explicating its approach to 
Social Capital Measurement in Community- Driven Development (CDD) 
Operations for instance, it lays out the following process:

When mapping social capital within a country, it is useful to look 
at the primary dimensions of social capital in the country and the 
existence of significant regional variations in how social capital is 
expressed across the country (such variations can have important 
operational implications). In addition to mapping of social capital, a 
practitioner identifying a potential project should analyze context-
 specific social capital for the area in which one plans to operate: 
Are there characteristics of pre- existing social capital that the pro-
ject might usefully tap into that facilitate successful implementation? 
(World Bank, 2008)

Ostensibly this statement of intent appears both sensible and reasonable. As 
part of a broader methodological framework for measuring social capital 
in a region or country, it adopts a discursive framework that would not be 
unfamiliar to practitioners of PAR in its commitment to empowerment, 
promoting a culture of participation among the targeted beneficiaries, 
or the participation of marginalized groups; lessening social exclusion; 
increasing the capacity for collective action, and so on. Indeed, enhanc-
ing participation of formerly marginalized groups is the raison d’être that 
underpins how the World Bank construes and operationalizes the concept 
of social capital. However, the issue is not that the World Bank is com-
mitted to participation in its mapping of social capital, but who is being 
empowered to participate and under what conditions. As I have noted ear-
lier ( Jordan, 2003b), if these questions are asked, then it becomes evident 
that the deployment of the conceptual practices of social capital (e.g., par-
ticipation, social inclusion, empowerment, and ownership) by the World 
Bank and related organizations such as the Asian Development Bank, the 
OECD (Organisation for Economic Co- operation and Development), or 
a wide range of NGOs, are an expression of a neoliberal world view 
within which the free- market, privatization, deregulation, and unfettered 
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capital accumulation are projected as the only viable options for develop-
ment and (post)modernization. Such analysis must also lead to the con-
clusion that the way in which these institutions construe civil society as 
somehow oppositional, or ameliorative of the worst impacts of neoliberal 
policies, has to be questioned.

Asking these and other questions of what appear to be seemingly benign 
and apparently progressive discourses can, therefore, lead us to a very dif-
ferent analytical standpoint. For example, the quote I have used earlier 
from the World Bank on mapping social capital within a country could 
be read as a modern version of what anthropology attempted to accom-
plish as an adjunct of colonialism in the nineteenth and first half of the 
 twentieth centuries. As Kabbani (1986) puts it,

Although Anthropology came to be a leveler of race and culture . . . it 
was inextricably linked to the functioning’s of empire. Indeed, there 
can be no dispute that it emerged as a distinctive discipline at the 
beginning of the colonial era, that it became a f lourishing academic 
profession towards its close, and that throughout its history its efforts 
were chief ly devoted to a description and analysis of non-European 
societies dominated by the West. It was the colonial cataloguing of 
goods; the anchoring of imperial possessions into discourse. (p. 62)

Thus, mapping social capital, its regional variations in how it is expressed 
across a country, as well as harnessing preexisting social capital is redo-
lent of what Kabbani (1986) and others (e.g., Said, 1993) have described 
as the legacies of imperial and colonial rule. As Sadhvi and Cooke (2008) 
point out in relation to participatory management, the ways in which this 
is achieved in the contemporary period may have a different appearance, 
but the actual conceptual practices and social relations that catalogue and 
anchor these discourses have not. Their claim is that contrary to accepted 
orthodoxy, participatory processes used to give voice (this is also a theme 
on the World Bank Web page for social capital) to the poor and dispos-
sessed through, for example, participatory management, are contiguous 
with forms of indirect rule exerted by colonial powers in the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries. Indeed, the deployment of the discourses of par-
ticipation, social capital, social inclusion, and civil society by the World 
Bank and other development institutions are to be understood as neoco-
lonial in the way in which they attempt to map, reconfigure, and bind 
local customs, traditions, social relations, and practices through indirect 
forms of local rule exerted by neoliberal policies. The use of participa-
tory methods to effect change within this policy context, as they point 
out, is not new. Indeed as Cooke (2008) in his chapter on participatory 
management demonstrates, a close examination of the work of Lewin 
and others (e.g., Collier) involved in the generation of action research 
and participatory methods in the immediate postwar period, reveals an 
overriding concern with power. This leads him to the conclusion that 
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“[f ]or all the claims of participation and empowerment, action research 
was still a means of controlling what the colonised did, according to 
the priorities of the colonial power” (p. 127). It would seem, therefore, 
that the origins of participatory methods (at least in the United States) 
were already implicated in technologies of power or what Corrigan has 
referred to as moral regulation (Corrigan, 1977; Corrigan & Corrigan, 
1979; Corrigan & Sayer, 1985).

The argument presented so far, therefore, is that the neoliberal discourse 
of participation—organized through the conceptual practices of the mar-
ket, social capital, and participatory development—continues to appro-
priate and reconstitute PAR in ways that are antithetical to its expressed 
principles, inclusive practices, and values. How this process may be either 
reversed, or at least ameliorated, is the topic of the next section.

Reclaiming PAR

Despite its history of marginalization within the Western social sciences, 
PAR and other forms of participatory research (e.g., community action 
research), have in recent years become the focus of increased attention 
from a wide range of government bodies, international development 
agencies, NGOs, and private management consultants. However, it is 
important to understand that the adoption of the concept and practice of 
participation has been radically recontextualized within the discourses 
employed by these organizations. As I noted earlier, we need only to con-
sult the World Bank’s Web site to understand how the discursive practices 
of participation (e.g., implicated in social capital) are now being used to 
exert forms of neoliberal governmentality through quasi- methodologies 
that resemble PAR. It is in this respect that PAR, and other forms of 
research that employ a participatory process (e.g., participatory manage-
ment techniques), have been co- opted and reconstituted so that they are 
distinctly at odds with the emancipatory, indeed revolutionary, principles 
on which PAR was originally founded in the Global South. However, in 
this context it is also important to remember Cooke’s (2008) observation 
on the origins of action research; that participatory methods were, from 
their very inception, entangled in questions of power and control.

If neoliberalism continues to drive forms of participation as it has done 
over the last three decades, then those of us committed to pursuing crit-
ical approaches to educational research need to ref lect on what kinds of 
methodology are best suited for constructing PAR. As I indicated in the 
introduction to this chapter, my argument is that an approach derived 
from other methodologies, notably critical ethnography and Foley’s (1999) 
notion of learning in social action are particularly well- matched for gen-
erating the methodological scaffolding for PAR that will resist the kinds 
of co- option and assimilation I have alluded to above. In what follows I 
outline and discuss the contours of what I am suggesting.
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First, practitioners of PAR should explore and draw on other critical 
methodologies for the purposes of forming alliances with their respective 
research communities. One path that might be followed here is that of 
critical ethnography. Not only has the relatively short history of critical 
ethnography paralleled that of PAR’s development, but its methodology, as 
well as the themes and issues it has focused on, are remarkably similar. For 
example, critical ethnography has mostly rejected positivism as a method-
ological approach to social research (although there are notable exceptions 
to this as I show in the following text), as it has notions of value- neutrality 
or objectivity. It also shares with PAR a strong ethical commitment to 
social justice. Consequently, critical ethnographers have found themselves 
working with the poor, marginalized, and otherwise subordinate groups 
within society. While it shares this common ground, critical ethnography 
has at least two important contributions that it can make to the develop-
ment of PAR. The first is its integration of political economy within its 
theoretical and analytical framework. In an era of globalized capitalism, 
this is crucial to the analysis of social phenomena. Second, critical eth-
nographers have now developed an elaborate and sophisticated critique 
of the mainstream social sciences that shows how they are implicated in 
the relations of ruling under capitalism (Smith, 1990a, 1990b, 1994). This 
critique has increasingly been incorporated within the practices of PAR, 
providing it with a powerful rationale for its apparently nonconformist 
approach to social inquiry.

It also needs to be emphasized, however, that critical ethnography dif-
fers from PAR in several important ways, and that these differences may 
attenuate possibilities for such an alliance. As I have discussed the limita-
tions of critical ethnography elsewhere ( Jordan, 1993, 1996, 2002, 2003a), 
I will outline these only brief ly in the following text. The first is that 
while critical ethnography shares a marginal status with PAR vis a vis the 
mainstream social sciences, its practitioners tend to be university trained 
academics concerned with the pursuit of research practices that conform 
to the traditions of scholarship as understood within the academy. One 
effect of this has rendered forms of critical ethnography that are imbued 
with positivism, while another has been to maintain and reproduce the 
division between expert/professional researcher and his/her subjects. This 
poses a second limitation. Because of its social location within universi-
ties and colleges—a position that increasing numbers of PAR research-
ers share should be noted—critical ethnography is often subject to and 
enmeshed within the hierarchical and highly individualized social rela-
tions of competitive research funding. This type of social organization 
obviously contradicts the democratic and communitarian ethos of PAR. 
A third limitation concerns the contemporary trajectory and orientation 
of critical ethnography, which has increasingly been defined by postmod-
ernism. While this has not necessarily been a retrograde step, it never-
theless has accentuated highly individualized approaches to research (e.g., 
autoethnography) as well as a reification of theory over practice. This 
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development raises difficult questions about the accessibility of critical 
ethnography to groups who do not possess the specialized training of 
university- based researchers. Despite these limitations, however, practi-
tioners of PAR may still derive highly relevant insights from the study of 
critical ethnography for their own practice.

A second field of social inquiry that practitioners of PAR might pursue 
is marked out by learning in social action (Foley, 1999). For Foley, learn-
ing in social action has a several key elements. First, learning is viewed 
as an integral aspect of all forms of human activity. Second, a central fea-
ture of all human activity is informal learning, which is embedded in the 
routine practices of people in their everyday lives. Third, most learning 
emerges from struggles, which are shaped by interpersonal, institutional, 
and broader social and political forces. And last, learning to resist and 
struggle for better and just societies is possible, but this is inherently com-
plex, contradictory, and contested. Unlike critical ethnography, there-
fore, which has emerged from disciplinary formations within the academy 
(e.g., anthropology), learning in social action is derived from a different 
social matrix composed of activists, the labor movement, and struggles of 
ordinary people over housing, health care, and the environment. Foley’s 
focus on informal learning across these contexts is particularly relevant 
to PAR given what I have said earlier about the co- option of the dis-
course of participation by neoliberalism. That is, learning in social action 
urges us to pay closer attention to how neoliberal policies colonize local 
customs, traditions, practices, and social relations by harnessing them to 
forms of extra- local ruling. In particular, it poses questions about how 
and in what ways informal learning has been co- opted and made to work 
in the interests of social capital or the market as capitalist process, as well 
as generate resistance to it. Learning how to participate in the everyday 
world, and how this has been shaped by neoliberalism then becomes the 
focus of attention.

Last, practitioners of PAR need to pay close attention to the language 
and conceptual frameworks that they employ to develop their method-
ology. I have already pointed, for example, to the ambivalent legacy of 
the concept of social capital and its effects on the conceptual practices 
of participatory research. My argument is that we must be cognizant of 
the subtle effects that the use of mainstream concepts has on the research 
questions we pose, the research process we construct, and our analysis of 
the contexts that we explore. Such concepts and conceptual frameworks 
have, as I have shown, a profound inf luence on the processes of participa-
tory research and the social organization of participation.

In the light of its complex and often contradictory history of co- option 
and assimilation, contemporary practitioners of participatory research 
would do well to acknowledge the critique of PAR that critical ethnog-
raphers have made—that power relations between professional researchers 
and participants are not necessarily equalized or erased through the mere 
act of participation. Thus, researchers need to approach studies that claim 
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a participatory methodology cautiously and not assume that just because 
participatory methods have been used, that this necessarily endows it with 
an emancipatory impulse. As noted earlier, while the fact of participation 
in a research project may be compatible with Western values of empower-
ment, liberation, and democracy, it may also be equally bound to technol-
ogies of normalization, subjugation, control, and exploitation.

Conclusion

This chapter has, therefore, been concerned with three interrelated issues. 
First, it set out to provide a brief overview of the central themes and issues 
that have defined PAR over the past half- century. From a combination 
of popular anticolonial struggles, popular education, and action research, 
PAR emerged as a methodology not only of the margins, but also of the 
marginalized. As I showed, it was this legacy that endowed it with a mostly 
nonpositivist, critical, and overtly political character. Second, I showed 
how this critical tradition within PAR, and more generally participatory 
research, has increasingly become eclipsed by the emergence and pervasive 
inf luence of neoliberalism. Specifically, my argument was that the dis-
course of participation within capitalist democracies has been appropriated 
and recontextualized by neoliberalism, which in turn has had profoundly 
negative effects on the possibilities for participatory research in both the 
developed and less developed countries. Indeed, the forms of extra- local 
ruling exercised through the World Bank through the conceptual prac-
tices of social capital, for example, can be viewed as a contemporary form 
of neocolonialism. The third and last section looked at ways for reclaim-
ing the critical traditions that originally defined PAR. My argument was 
that for PAR to become resistant to the discourses of neoliberalism, it has 
to critically engage with and incorporate the theory, methodologies, and 
methods of critical ethnography and learning in social action. In my view, 
unless practitioners of PAR are prepared to systematically engage in this 
kind of discussion and debate, it is likely that they will succumb to the pro-
cesses of co- option and assimilation I have described in this chapter.
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C H A P T E R  T H R E E

Participatory academic research (par) and 
People’s Participatory Action Research (PAR): 
Research, Politicization, and Subaltern Social 

Movements in India

Dip K apoor

Introduction

The Adivasi- Dalit Ekta Abhijan (ADEA) is a subaltern1 social movement 
organization of some twenty- one thousand Kondh Adivasis (original-
 dwellers) and Panos (scheduled caste group, pejoratively referred to as 
untouchables as per caste- relegation as impure peoples) people in the 
southern region of the eastcoast state of Orissa, India. As a movement 
organization committed to the political activation of predominantly 
Kondh Adivasi and Panos communities located in more than 120 villages, 
the ADEA is a contemporary example of popular trans/local activism 
partially aimed at subaltern dispossession and displacement (material and 
cultural) by national development and neoliberal globalization (Kapoor, 
2004, 2008, 2009) or modernizing socioeconomic processes predicated 
on the attempted dismemberment of subaltern communities,2 albeit alleg-
edly in their best interests and the greater public good.

Even today you will find there is not enough cultivable land avail-
able for our people because they have taken it away . . . They have the 
power of dhana (wealth) and astro- shastra (armaments). They have the 
power of kruthrima ain (artificial laws and rules)—they created these 
laws just to maintain their own interests . . . and where we live, they call 
this area adhusith (or Adivasi infested, pejoratively understood as pest-
 infestation) . . . we are condemned to the life of ananta paapi (eternal sin-
ners), as colonkitha (dirty/black/stained), as ghruniya (despised and hated). 
Adivasi leader of the ADEA (focus group discussion notes, 2007)
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This chapter explores the connections between research and politici-
zation in social movement contexts, elaborating on emergent political 
possibilities around funded participatory academic research (par) on the 
one hand or research which purports to understand participant construc-
tions of socioeducational phenomena in partnership with them (partici-
patory case study research in to “Learning in Adivasi social movements”)3 
emerging from academic formulations designed to meet funding agency/
university requirements and a people’s PAR,4 which moves to politicize 
politically sanitized par (the participatory case study in this instance) given 
the growing maturity of movement leadership in negotiating the political 
interests of their communities in the face of tremendous odds, as political-
 economic and cultural- spiritual (including research) encroachments 
remain a nagging part of Adivasi- Dalit (meaning downtrodden castes 
like the Panos) lives.5 The proposition being advanced here is that when 
funded par is embedded in the living praxis of politically seasoned subal-
tern social movements given its (by definition) participatory intent, the 
movement participants can and will move to politicize the research pro-
cess and engage with the research(er) in terms of a people’s PAR informed 
by a subaltern politics, that is, the knowledge, learning, and collective 
action agenda of the ADEA steers funded par toward addressing the tele-
ology of the movement. After all,

Who are better prepared than the oppressed to understand the ter-
rible significance of an oppressive society? Who suffer the effects of 
oppression more than the oppressed? Who can better understand the 
necessity for liberation? They will not gain this liberation by chance 
but through the praxis of their quest for it, through their recognition 
of the necessity to fight for it. (Freire, 1970, p. 29)

Specif ically, this chapter shares some observations pertaining to an 
ADEA people’s PAR and an engagement with a participatory academic 
research (par) process in relation to the following foci: (1) research 
origins, research processes, and movement interests; (2) research and 
knowledge- learning- action mobilizations; and (3) lived- theoretical 
constructions and theoretical hearing impairments. It is suggested that 
par can learn from and will amplify movement prospects, despite aca-
demic institutional (e.g., funding agent) requirements and ethical pro-
tocols, the leaching of political- intent/open partisanship in research 
and the general curbing of researcher enthusiasm for acts of solidarity 
with marginalized social groups because any form of par (even those 
that are well within the boundaries of academic research stipulations) 
with movements will, by definition, need to be partially embedded in a 
movement context. This arrangement creates opportunities for a politi-
cally mature group of movement actors to make the research process 
count for the movement before, during, and long after data collection/
analysis is over.
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Participatory academic research (par) and People’s PAR: 
Research and Movement Politicization

The author’s relationship with the Kondh Adivasi and Panos (Dalit) com-
munities goes back to the early 1990s. The tangible development of an 
organized relationship did not emerge until 1996, when an organized 
partnership was attempted between subaltern groups in the current move-
ment locale and a Canadian voluntary organization. The partnership 
was a modest attempt on the part of all participants to begin to organize 
today’s maturing movement constituency with the long- term intention of 
establishing a popular activism for local and translocal autonomy, subal-
tern political articulation/assertion and a strong movement organization 
or the ADEA, which eventually emerged in the late 1990s to address sub-
altern unity and the need for a combined show of strength to persevere 
against historic and current colonial intrusions in the name of national 
development and neoliberal globalization. Initiatives undertaken by the 
partnership over the years have been in relation to organization, political-
 legal (extra- legal) assertions over land, forest, and water and the contin-
ued process of building subaltern unity in the face of constant challenges 
by the developmentalist- state (Kapoor, 2004), the tentacles of the market 
(Kapoor, 2009), and a caste- ethnicity- religious politics of division and rac-
ism aimed at Kondh- Panos solidarity (Kapoor, 2007). Formal and funded 
research engagements have never played a part as a movement vector, 
although a people’s PAR and activations of people’s knowledge, learning/
pedagogy, and organized social action to address social- structural domi-
nation, has always been a part of the living movement process. Initial con-
sideration around the possibilities of engaging in a conscious, formalized, 
institutional research process, with the possibility of funding attached was 
shared with the ADEA leadership in 2004—the author was then a recent 
tenure track faculty member facing institutional expectations to “do” 
research.

Research Origins, Research Processes, and Movement 
Interests: People’s PAR Contests the Academic Limits of par

Once it became clear to the ADEA leadership that a formal par initia-
tive would likely mean being studied for academic interests linked to the 
advancement of socioeducational knowledge in distant institutions (uni-
versities and research funding agencies abroad), albeit with their help in 
analyzing their own situation (participation?) and that the primary impe-
tus for such a process of knowledge generation was centered outside their 
sociocultural and political space, there was much debate about the need 
for such an alien and impersonal exercise (people commented on the dis-
connectedness of such research and questioned why they should be stud-
ied) in the first place, with (participatory) or without their help.
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Although perceived as an outsider with a healthy dose of insider status 
as well, given our tangible relationship for little over a decade, it became 
incumbent on me to spell out the likely boundaries in relation to funded 
academic research and democratic possibility in such knowledge engage-
ments, including the role of ethical protocols that were geared toward 
the protection of the interests/safety of research participants based on a 
class sensibility and context far- removed from Adivasi- Dalit situations. 
The latter would mean, for instance, doing research in a manner that 
did not incite or instigate political action that would likely jeopardize 
or even harm vulnerable research participants. As one leader remarked 
on hearing this, “if they are so concerned about our well- being, perhaps 
they should stop studying us for their books and work with us to address 
our problems.” This line of questioning was eventually taken up in rela-
tion to the possibility of a people’s research institution that would serve 
the knowledge and active interests of the ADEA region and the move-
ment. Subsequently, the Center for Research and Development Solidarity 
(CRDS) was inaugurated as an Adivasi- Dalit organization in 2006, com-
mitted to people’s knowledge, education, and social action in keeping 
with ADEA movement aspirations. Still a f ledgling affair, there is no lack 
of enthusiasm around the proposition and this became a key emphasis 
on the road toward ADEA interest around the author’s proposed par in 
to “Learning in Adivasi movements,” the proposal to be developed for 
potential research funding in Canada. CRDS is currently actively engaged 
in documenting caste atrocities against Dalits/Panos and instigating legal 
action (under the Scheduled Caste and Scheduled Tribes Atrocities Act) 
against perpetrators.

Similarly, discussions around the lines of inquiry pertaining to the study 
of movement learning were seized as opportunities to pursue the practical, 
applied, and ref lective interests of the movement constituency, as academic 
questions of theoretical import and genesis (e.g., why questions around 
movement learning with little apparent applied or movement generative 
import) were politely brushed aside with silence, as the ADEA leadership 
emphasized “how” questions and ref lective possibilities emerging from 
their own conceptions embedded in continuous acts of integration and 
synthesis as opposed to academic research ref lections/inquiry prompted 
by partial/segmented (or delimited) searches for partial understandings 
pertaining to socioeducational phenomena. The search for knowledge by 
university- trained academics and related onto- epistemic persuasions (par) 
were continually reframed by a people’s PAR into opportunities to docu-
ment and expose Adivasi- Dalit issues in relation to social- structural dom-
ination and generally moved to ask how the par process being defined by 
the author (in relation to academic knowledge sources and criteria) could 
be of more utility and sense to the movement. To put it in the words of 
one Panos leader, “Since the university wishes to learn more about us, our 
ways and our situation, respectfully, perhaps the best way to accomplish 
this might be to simply listen to us and work with our problems.”
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The thought of having to work the research through university- based 
RAs (often a stated requirement of official grant application criteria) and 
community- based researchers was met with considerable disapproval 
and led to the stipulation that only ADEA community- based researchers 
could provide the knowledge and insights being sought through par and 
that outsiders would have no way of gaining the people’s cooperation or 
trust because they are simply not of the people. The par process is currently 
progressing with the help of a team of six Kondh- Panos community- based 
RAs. Engagement of university- based RAs has been primarily at the level 
of literature searches and cataloguing of materials.

Methods of data collection during the course of the research process 
have been geared toward opportunities to speak together and individual 
engagements (e.g., attempts at one- on- one interviews with key infor-
mants) have been confined to elder narratives (bakhanis or stories/ narratives 
with historical- political- moral import for movement consciousness). For 
example, on requesting a meeting with village leadership concerning 
land- struggle related learning engagements, the entire village was present 
(more than fifty individuals—children, men, and women, old and young 
alike) and while leaders and elders took the lead in sharing, all members 
participated freely in sharing their perspectives/analysis, stories, and fac-
tual information. The place for individual interviewing in par exercises is 
not likely to resonate with a people’s PAR process in this context. More 
is shared on these collective research engagements in the following text in 
relation to knowledge mobilizations and movement politicization of data 
gathering exercises (par).

Data analysis (thematic analysis) has been met quizzically if not with 
some consternation (par attempts at collective analysis with the RA team 
or even village/leadership team members) or the role of member checks 
in ascertaining trustworthiness of data and interpretations (par processes/
requirements) as participant communities when approached to help with 
such tasks, have often retorted, “we have spoken already about this,” “do 
you not trust what we have already said?” and “we trust you, we know 
you.” Or when it came to data analysis and coding/thematic develop-
ments, one community- based RA put it quite succinctly, “What are you 
doing to us?” The idea of blending/sorting/coding across people, villages, 
perspectives, and specific words shared over the course of data collec-
tion appeared to be viewed as an act of dismemberment. The integrity 
of what had been shared was lost in this act of data analysis, a protocol 
of par. Analytical re- presentations were in danger of mis- representing or 
worse still, missing a collective political message (a collage impact/mean-
ing) through such analysis (blending down)—so rather than collapse, data 
analysis was to be more about expansion and connection of multiple whole 
expressions (pieces of data) that when taken together, would convey the 
desired meaning(s).

Choice of sites of par engagement were not necessarily the appropriate 
choices in relation to a movement politics and people’s PAR, as the criteria 
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defining such decisions were quite different. While par protocols would, 
for example, emphasize purposive sampling and snow- ball processes to 
lead to sites and prospective research participants in calm surroundings 
(to affect good interview prospects/rich data with due ethical consider-
ation for participant safety and environmental appropriateness for same), 
people’s PAR favored research/active sites that were embroiled in critical 
incidents (also an element of par possibilities with risk- ethical ramifica-
tions that could dissuade such site/circumstance selection) around land 
conf licts and tense engagements with law enforcement officers or with 
the lower reaches of the state- administrative bureaucracy.

When it comes to research budgeting, while par budgets involve nec-
essary allocations toward in- university expenditures (e.g., for student 
GRAs, teaching releases, and conference presentations/travel for dissem-
ination, often at other universities), people’s PAR places an emphasis on 
the need for and maximal impact of resources in the research site and for 
the advancement of the people’s movement process. For example, while 
a par budget would minimize money spent on, say, the purchase of grain 
for village grain banks (as acknowledgment for people’s participation in 
the research process) by restricting these purchases to a delimited set of 
participant villages (half a dozen perhaps), a people’s PAR position on 
this would be to extend this facility to include all 120 ADEA movement 
villages as the people speak, act, and belong as one. Plenty of opportu-
nities were discussed that some times cohered in terms of meeting par 
requirements and a people’s PAR as in the case of transportation, where 
for instance, bicycles and a motor bike were needed for research team 
mobility in hilly rural terrain while they could also be used to enhance 
mobility/communication between movement villages for leadership gath-
erings around pressing movement issues that could also be of par interest, 
not to mention that several people have availed themselves of these simple 
modes of transportation in medical emergencies that would otherwise 
have meant days of walking in some cases.

Research and Knowledge- Learning- Action Mobilizations: 
par and People’s PAR Connectivity?

The research process around par provided plenty of opportunity for the 
ADEA participants to exercise the importance of a people’s PAR in rela-
tion to knowledge- learning and action connectivities, both, during and 
part of par- specific data processes and after par episodes were brought 
to a close on any given visit or research moment. In fact, given a par-
 bounded commitment to a priori ethical and methodological protocols, 
the researcher or principal investigator (PI) was often surprised by dem-
onstrations of movement learning and action incidents that confounded 
the boundaries between a par- focused episode and an emergent people’s 
PAR engagement that simply picked up from where academic research 
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had left off, so to speak. A few illustrative examples are shared here in 
relation to these eventualities.

On one occasion the PI and community- based RA’s visited a Kondh vil-
lage in the evening, something typically done after the men had returned 
from shifting cultivation in the hills, with the idea of a par focus on engag-
ing people around songs on movement- related political themes pertaining 
to movement objectives concerning land, forests, and the dynamics of 
domination- resistance. Some sixty people (men, women, and children of 
all ages) assembled in the village square and sat around the mandap (raised 
platform). RA team members went around to each hut inviting people, 
while a young man arranged for an electric bulb (“rural electrification,” 
he had commented with a grin on his face). After a formal introduction 
by the village leader (member of ADEA leadership) and a brief welcome 
and explanation around the purpose of our visit, we were treated to a fes-
tival of political/other songs by a group of women, the lead singer being 
an elderly woman who also played a sarangi (stringed instrument). As the 
evening progressed, the songs became more inspiring (RAs were taking 
notes on key songs and chatting with some people in the gathering about 
the significance of some of the songs) while I handled a recording device 
and sat with the village leaders and elders on the mandap as an honored 
“guest.” Two hours later (approximately 10 p.m.), the following song was 
sung out and old and young alike wept as the singer pointed to the crowd 
repeating, “we weep together, young and old as you can see, atma kan-
duchi” (our souls weep) when we sing these songs and remember:

In olden times oh brothers and oh sisters
In the time of the British rule, the Britishers used our grandparents 
 like servants and beat them severely to make them work
During that period oh brothers and sisters, the revenue collectors 
 came and took the measurement of our lands and paddy fields
They said, “you will be given land, paddy fields and dry land”
We went to work even when we did not have anything to eat
But when work was done
Our land and paddy fields and dry land were transferred to the 
 rich people and the big people, the outsiders
From then we lost our way, from then we are hopeless . . . 
That is why we cleared up the mountains where the monkeys 
 lived and we started working there
We cleared up the mountains where the tiger lived 
 and worked there . . . 
We struggled under the sun and rotted in the scorching heat 
 as we labored . . . 
We drank sour porridge and labored on, we became one with 
 the rock . . . 
Our rotting in the scorching sun was in vain as we did not get 
 enough crops from the bagara (land) on the hills . . . 
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Emotive in its appeal and powered by the strength of the suffering and 
injustices endured by ancestors and their contemporary plight, the village 
leadership took up the theme of usurpation and dispossession, as a Kondh 
leader stood up and began an impassioned speech:

we are laying a claim on the government who is supposed to serve all 
the people of this land. We are demanding a place for ourselves—we 
are questioning the government and asking them to help us develop 
our land using our ways. ADEA’s idea is that our livelihood should 
be protected and our traditional occupations and relationship to the 
land and forests be protected in the form of community control over 
our land and forests in our areas and this is our understanding of 
our constitutional rights too. There is no contradiction . . . If they can 
help the shaharis (moderns/urbanites) destroy the forests, then they 
can and should help us to protect it and listen to our story too.

The par session propelled several such speeches and ADEA related exhor-
tations that went long in to the early hours of the morning, well after we 
had excused ourselves to make the journey down the hill in the dark, 
despite the generous invitations to stay the night. Where a par- related 
data gathering opportunity and process had “stopped,” movement lead-
ers mobilized people’s knowledge from song and sense of history, taught 
about the ADEA and its directions and several days later, engaged the 
people of this village in a collective land- action involving demonstrations 
and sit- ins at the tehsil office (local administration)—a people’s PAR took 
over where par had left off.

Similarly, par- related data gathering around people’s history, culture, 
and ADEA movement aspirations formed the basis of the first issue of a 
people’s research sharing journal, Arkatha (our talk/voice), as part of pop-
ular dissemination of research results (the official par process). Released 
before local government elections (panchayat institutions), Arkatha (1000 
copies distributed on a per village basis to the 120 ADEA village region 
and surrounding panchayats [local administrative units/level of people’s/
village government]) triggered unprecedented popular excitement as peo-
ple read materials written by them and about themselves and their ways. 
ADEA villages took it upon themselves to initiate reading circles around 
the issue and used it as a platform to promote critical debate pertaining 
to the elections, candidates, and party positions. Several dominant party 
candidates were defeated in the elections in these eight panchayats and a 
significant number of people’s leaders were elected in the region. These 
elements of people’s PAR extended movement dynamics initiated by par. 
Relatedly, the CRDS initiated through par, has now grown to include 
several initiatives addressing atrocities committed against Panos/Dalits 
and Adivasis in the region. The center provided logistic and research sup-
port to the National Commission on Dalit Human Rights (NCDHR) 
during ethnic- religious violence in the Kandhmal districts in 2006–2007 
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and the current round of related violence in October 2007. This pro-
cess of documentation has been instrumental in human rights litigation 
and in demonstrating the reluctance of the state government and law 
enforcement agencies in taking decisive action to stop the carnage against 
Dalit Christians and Hindu sympathizers and neighbors who tried to pre-
vent the violence.

Another example pertaining to par and people’s PAR connectivity and 
possible political extensions is with respect to the emergence of subaltern 
networks (Kapoor, 2009). The par process set out to explore and under-
stand movement- to- movement interaction by convening a gathering of 
fourteen subaltern movement/people’s organizations in South Orissa, 
including different Adivasi groups, fisher- folk unions on the coast, rural 
women’s organizations, landless peoples/peasant groups, development/
mining displaced social movement organizations, and Dalit organizations. 
While par documented learning in movement gatherings for research pur-
poses, the same gathering has initiated a process of movement networking 
that has resulted in joint statements of solidarity to address state- market 
led land and forest invasions in to Adivasi- Dalit- peasant communities in 
the region in the name of development and progress and is being followed 
up with a statement for possible joint actions in a translocal politics; that 
is, par has once again provided the basis for a people’s PAR process that 
politicizes the research process initiated by par in the interests of subaltern 
movements and translocal movement activism.

In the final analysis, processes of data collection and joint analysis for 
par encourage movement introspection, sharing and gathering through the 
various data- related engagements constructed by the deliberate and par-
tially planned attempt to accomplish research objectives and answer a pri-
ori questions/issues being raised by the research. No leadership gathering 
or village gathering for par purposes was left politically untouched by the 
par process, despite the academic commitment to abide by an apolitical, 
noninvasive, and risk- free participatory case study approach and to sub-
scribe to a typical qualitative disinterest in the political dimension (over and 
above epistemic politics to considerations of political- economy and mate-
rial struggles) of doing research in marginalized and politically charged 
contexts of subaltern movements. The political import of the research itself 
promoted ref lection, ref lexive conversations, and unintentionally galva-
nized movement villages through the interest in a line of collective inquiry 
that was somewhat germane to the harsh predicaments of people’s lives. 
Unsurprisingly, the tidy plans of a par process committed to the organized 
excavation of people’s lives for official knowledge (e.g., of some import for 
policy) or critical navel gazing exercises in academic menageries or uni-
versity classrooms that are perhaps theoretically engaged but contextually 
disconnected, was often derailed by a people’s PAR process embedded in 
a movement dynamic that demanded an urgent f lexibility, as an unpre-
dictable research context often required investigative attention as in the 
sudden eruption of caste- ethnic- religious violence just referred to. The 
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video cameras were abruptly tuned to a set of unexpected movement-
 related events—such are the engagements with a people’s PAR concerned 
with subaltern social movements. Once research that is participatory is 
effectively launched (even par) through extensive community participation 
among organized people (as in the ADEA movement scenario), “action” is 
difficult to contain (Feagin & Vera, 2001, p. 177) as a people’s PAR could 
drive events beyond what is envisaged in a typical qualitative par process.

Lived- Theoretical Constructions and 
Theoretical Hearing Impairments

People’s PAR relies on ref lection (including various academic concep-
tions of the theoretical) that emerges from, returns to, and emerges from 
lived realities in a specific context of engagement. Versions of par, on the 
other hand, often rely on academic theoretical constructions in terms of 
a priori usage and or emergent usage in conjunction with data collection 
and analysis as linked processes or postpriori, in the search for grounded 
theorizations for instance, that are still contained, referenced, and/or inf lu-
enced by a theoretical address in the academic repositories of accumu-
lated socioeducational knowledge. Theoretical pre and postconceptions 
in par are confronted by the lived- theoretical conceptions of a people’s 
PAR in movement. Consider the following conceptualizations and related 
descriptive- analytical- normative- ref lective lived- theoretical propositions 
posited by various participants along the course of the par in to “Learning 
in Advivasi social movements” in Orissa, for instance, in relation to pro-
cesses (and related concepts) of accumulation by dispossession, social 
oppression, agents of domination, structural constraints/domination (heg-
emonic impositions), and dominant- group perceptions of Adivasis/Panos 
peoples (all indicative of a vibrant subaltern political consciousness):

Life in the town is not created for our type of life. The people of sha-
har (city) will never think about us. They would rather enjoy life from 
the benefits that come from the forest and mountains, like water and 
forest products. They tell us they want to modernize, make machines, 
and industries for themselves. To do this, they are doing forcible 
encroachment of our land—they are over our hills and stones. They 
are coming quietly to our forests and hills and in secrecy they are 
making plans to dig them up and destroy them (mining). Not only 
this, they are diverting our water to the towns (dams) for their use. 
They are making dams and water reservoirs, where our villages are 
to be submerged and we have to leave the land and become landless 
and homeless. We have become silent spectators (niravre dekhuchu) to 
a repeated snatching away of our resources.
The sarkar (government) is doing a great injustice (anyayo durniti) 
and is involved in corrupt practices . . . and the way they have framed 
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laws around land- holding and distribution, we the poor are being 
squashed and stampeded in to each others’ space and are getting suf-
focated (dalachatta hoi santholito ho chonti). This creation of inequality 
(taro tomyo) is so widespread and so true—we see it in our lives . . .
They have the power of dhana (wealth) and astro- sahastro (armaments). 
They have the power of kruthrima ain (artificial laws and rules)—
they created these laws just to maintain their own interests. (Kondh 
Adivasi elder, field notes)

The government and the companies come and take away truckloads 
of bamboo. . . . When they take truckloads of sal timber, bamboos and 
the paper mills exploit this place for their business—how can they 
say the Adivasis are destroying the forests when they are the ones 
doing this? When the Adivasi depends on the forest for their life, the 
vyavasahi (business people) and the government are destroying them 
for profit (labho). (Kondh Adivasi man, field notes)

Whenever we have tried to assert our land rights, we have been 
warned by the upper castes, their politician friends, and the wealthy 
and have faced innumerable threats and retaliations. The ucha- barga 
(dominant castes and classes) will work to divide and have us fight 
each other till we are reduced to dust (talitalanth). (Kondh Adivasi 
adult, field notes)

The sarkar (government) and their workers think that we Adivasis do 
not know anything and we are good for nothing, that we are weak 
and powerless and will not question them if they treat us unjustly . . . to 
the government we are of no significance (sarkar amar prathi heyogyano 
karuchi). They are selling our forests, they are selling our water and 
they are selling our land and may be they will sell us also. (Kondh 
woman leader of the ADEA, field notes)

Or similarly, consider some of the following comments shared in relation 
to academic notions of agency and resistance/resilience, movement tele-
ology and strategy, hope, strategies/directions for change, and the role of 
learning/education in social movement action:

Who wants to go to the city to join the Oriyas and do business and 
open shops and be shahari (city/modern) if they give you a chance or 
to do labor like donkeys to get one meal? Even if they teach us, we do 
not want to go to the cities—these are not the ways of the Adivasi. We 
cannot leave our forests (ame jangale chari paribo nahi). The forest is our 
second home (after our huts). We have a deep relationship with our 
forests ( jangale sahitho gobhiro sampark). There is no distance between 
our homes and the forest. (Kondh Adivasi village elder, field notes)
We are the real protectors of the forest (ame jangalo surokhya kariba lokho) 
because we are the ones that have always depended on the forests for 
our wellbeing. For us all plants and animals are equally valuable . . . our 
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forests are our history and our culture (amor jangalo, amaro itihas ote 
avom a thi amoro sanskriti). (Kondh Adivasi woman, field notes)
Ekta Abhijan (ADEA) stands on a root called unity (ekta) and the 
promotion of unity will always be the primary requirement . . . The 
artificially created sense of difference, divisions, and jati- goshti (caste-
 class feelings) need to be destroyed. Our dhwoja (f lag) is unity (ekta) 
and we have to f ly it high (oraiba). The f lag that the ADEA f lies is 
of the people who have lost their land and their forests and who are 
losing their very roots. (Panos ADEA leader, field notes)
The ADEA is there to fight collectively (sangram) to save (raksha) the 
forests and to protect our way of life. The ADEA is a means of collec-
tive struggle for the forest (ame samastha mishi sangram o kariba). We are 
all members of the ADEA and our struggle is around khadyo, jamin, 
jalo, jangalo o ektha (food, land, water, forest, and unity). (Kondh 
Adivasi woman, field notes)
We are giving importance to land occupation (padar bari akthiar) and 
land use (chatriya chatri). We are now beginning to see the fruits of 
occupations. Before the government use se anawadi land (unused 
state land) to plant cashew, eucalyptus or virtually gives the land to 
bauxite mining companies, we must encroach and occupy and the 
put the land to use through our plantation activities and agricultural 
use. This has become our knowledge through joint land action. This 
knowledge is not only with me now but with all our people—what 
are the ways open to us—this is like the opening of knowledge that 
was hidden from us for ages. (Kondh Adivasi male, field notes)
Even though some people still say that this is our destiny (bhagya), 
most people today because of the ADEA action, would challenge 
this idea of bhagya . . . we have to teach each other (bujha- sujha) . . . we 
organize workshops and gatherings and have created a learning 
environment—we have been creating a political education around 
land, forest, and water issues and debating courses of action. (Kondh 
Adivasi man, field notes)
If the government continues to control land, forests and water, we 
will have depended on for since our ancestors came, then through 
the ADEA we will be compelled to engage in collective struggle 
(ame samohiko bhabe, sangram kariba pahi badhyo hebu) . . . I think this 
movement should spread to the district level. The organization is 
always giving us new ideas (nothon chinta), new education (nothon 
shikhya), awareness (chetna), and plans ( jojana). We believe this will 
continue (ao yu eha kari chalibo amaro viswas). (Saora Adivasi ADEA 
leader, field notes)

The lived- theoretical constructions of a people’s PAR process can fall 
on “theoretically hearing- impaired ears” (Baxi, 2000, p. 45) of a par pro-
cess, especially par variations that are fraught with epistemic slippages 
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toward pseudoscientific propositions in an attempt to conform to the rul-
ing relations of funded research to, perhaps, secure respectability, rewards, 
and recognition. The compulsion to conform to or move from and to 
academic theoretical knowledge places par and dominant approaches to 
socioeducational research in general, in a position where: (1) there is an 
inability to give voice to human suffering, manifest or latent, in oppressive 
structures of the modern state, civil society, and the market, even when 
it deals with movements of the repressed (e.g., subalterns) as “cognizing 
human suffering is to take a position towards it and this disturbs the canon 
of value- neutrality in social theory construction” (Baxi, 2000, p. 37) (as is 
evident in par emulations of the same scientific striving); (2) human suffer-
ing may enter theorizing but as an “assemblage of social facts which need 
categories of description and explanation but the ideal of positivistic social 
theory is to look at the facts of suffering as no more than raw materials for 
epistemic construction” (Baxi, 2000, p. 37)—an analytic standpoint that 
“plays a part in the effort to silence suffering coming to voice” (p. 39); or 
(3) the production of a narrative of suffering that commoditizes it by way 
of professional appropriation of it (Kleinman & Kleinman, 1997) and/or 
the production of suffering as a spectacle (Debord, 1990).

The danger of theoretical hearing impairment produced by blind 
adherence to the scientific canons of social theorizing and their associ-
ated productive political interest vis- à- vis ruling relations of capital, is 
made evident in Upendra Baxi’s (2000) critical rendition pertaining to 
preferred social scientific explanations/representations provided for the 
Bhopal victims- activist movement against Union Carbide with respect to 
the disaster of 1984, where in social movement theorists and academics 
described this as a mere movement for compensation, deaf to the “roar 
from the 47 tonnes of MIC impaired lungs of 200,000 human beings” 
shouting the popular slogan “Union Carbide ko phasi do” (hang Union 
Carbide) or essentially a movement demand for the decapitation of a 
Fortune 500 company (p. 45). It follows that theory and theorizing with 
respect to subaltern social movements like the ADEA is better served by 
theoretical ref lexivity on the part of par and a closer adherence to the 
integrity of lived- theoretical constructions developed by movement actors 
themselves. A priori theoretical commitments ensconced in research pro-
posals for funding are subsequently suspect, to say the least.

Similarly, when it comes to questions of theory and politicization in 
activist versions of PAR (scholar- activisms and PAR as opposed to con-
ventional par) committed to historical materialism, activist theoretical 
impositions in the name of a political project can also lead to another 
form of critical theoretical hearing impairment candidly acknowledged 
by Orland Fals- Borda in reference to his work in Columbia in the 1970s 
(Fals- Borda, 1979, p. 49) where groups fell to the historical dogmatism of 
“mimesis”; that is, historical materialism as a theoretical heritage of activ-
ist researchers and intellectuals committed to the development of a science 
of the proletariat (or legitimization of popular knowledge in to scientific 
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knowledge) found little resonance with the masses when it came to tak-
ing the initiative to continue with the intellectual inquiry at which point, 
“impatient action researchers and their intellectual allies were forced to 
inject their own definitions of popular science in to the context of reality” 
(Rahman, 1985, p. 12). Knowledge was thereby placed at the service of 
popular interests, “but such knowledge did not derive from the objective 
conditions of the proletariat as would have been theoretically more cor-
rect” (Rahman, 1985, p. 12). In response, Rahman suggests that, “People 
can not be liberated by a consciousness and knowledge other than their 
own, and a strategy such as the above (where a vanguard body with a 
supposedly advanced consciousness liberates the people) inevitably con-
tains seeds of new forms of domination” (pp. 14–15). When it comes to 
theoretical knowledge and political engagement, Rahman makes it clear 
that it is “absolutely essential that the people develop their own endoge-
nous process of consciousness raising and knowledge generation and this 
process acquires the social power to assert itself vis- à- vis all elite con-
sciousness and knowledge” (p. 15). These are but additional observations 
around the significance of listening to people’s knowledge and theoriza-
tions in subaltern movements like the ADEA; listening with ears that are 
not theoretically compromised by virtue of a dogmatic critical politics of 
liberation.

Research, Politicization, and Subaltern 
Social Movement Spaces

In an era of higher education where research bids for funding predom-
inate, an “investor rationality prevents focus on repressive structures 
that cause human suffering—research has become increasingly hi- tech, 
capital- intensive and tied to examining the structures of capitalist hege-
mony” (Baxi, 2000, p. 39). Given these controlling inf luences on the 
structure of knowledge production in social and educational research, it 
is unlikely that a people’s PAR challenging these sociopolitical vectors 
is likely to gain academic respectably and neither should this, as it ought 
to be clear by now, be an aspiration as the political relevance of a peo-
ple’s PAR is derived primarily from its critical location outside ruling 
relations. However, if academics with a critical social agenda are to find 
even a minor role in the democratic struggles of groups like the ADEA, 
there is some political hope and grounded possibility in versions of par 
that seek to get closer (participatory) to marginalized communities and 
their politics; that is, despite striving to be consistent with the canons 
of academic research within capitalist, Eurocultural relations of rule (in 
fact, while being consistent with this politics), par, if attempted in radi-
calized and organized settings such as within subaltern social movement 
milieus, will be subjected to a politics of the margins (at which point, aca-
demic researchers could chose to become willing hostages in the interests 
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of democratizing research relationships) as movement actors build on par 
conversations and resource supports in the interests of continuing to make 
their history.

In the final analysis, there is and will continue to be plenty of scope 
and need for par and people’s PAR, as neoliberal globalization, modern 
development, and displacement/dispossession adds to the ranks of the 
marginalized (Davis, 2006) and more significantly, continues to be met 
by a proliferation of subaltern movement articulations (Martinez- Alier, 
2005), “whose presence in the cultural and political fields opens new pos-
sibilities for the ways we live our lives and define ourselves” (Carroll, 
2006, p. 234).

Notes

1. This term comes from Antonio Gramsci’s (1971) use of “subaltern” (p. 55) and “subaltern con-
sciousness” (pp. 325–326) in relation to the Italian peasantry and is being used here to refer 
to Adivasis, low/caste Panos agricultural labor, sharecroppers, smallholder peasants, artisans, 
shepherds, and migrant landless labor working in mines and plantations. The term also alludes 
to the dialectical relations of superordination and subordination that define social relations in 
hierarchical social formations, keeping in mind Guha’s (1982, pp. 5–8) observation that there are 
ambiguities inherent in the concept when applied to the Indian context.

2. According to Balakrishnan Rajagopal (2004), some 33 million people have been evicted from 
their homes due to various development projects (e.g., dams) in the postindependence era in 
India, “development refugees” who are the product of “development repression” that is not 
considered a human rights violation—“It is unfortunately true that violence (economic vio-
lence) committed in the name of development remains ‘invisible’ to the human rights discourse” 
(p. 195).

3. The author acknowledges the assistance of the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council 
(SSHRC) of Canada for this research into “Learning in Adivasi social movements” in India 
through a Standard Research Grant (2006–2010).

4. By people’s PAR, I mean a mobilization of subaltern knowledge (Fals Borda, 1979; Rahman, 
1985), and subaltern pedagogy (Freire, 1970) working together in the interests of a subaltern 
action/politics of decolonization (Grande, 2004; Smith, 1999) or action research that is partic-
ipatory and participatory research that unites with action for transforming reality (Fals Borda, 
1979). Alternatively, as per Hall’s (1979) identif ication of key components: a method of research 
involving full participation of the community, as a dialogical educational process and as a means 
of taking action for change.

5. While Adivasis constitute 8 percent of the Indian population (approximately 80 million people 
belonging to some 612 scheduled tribes), they account for 40 percent of development- displaced 
persons and in Orissa (home to 62 tribal groups numbering 8 million or more people) while 
making up 22 percent of the population, they account for 42 percent of development- displaced 
persons (Fernandes, 2006, p. 113).
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C H A P T E R  F O U R

When Research Becomes a Revolution: Participatory 
Action Research with Indigenous Peoples

Cora Weber-  P i llwax

Preface

My ref lections on Participatory Action Research (PAR) have been long 
and, in many ways, a test of personal endurance in all aspects of my being. 
In positioning myself as an Indigenous researcher in a world of contem-
porary academia, however, I need to go back first to my childhood where 
I lived and learned through an Indigenous research methodology (IRM) 
or paradigm. It was many years later, after having entered the professional 
world as a formal educator/teacher, that I ran face first into the con-
crete realization that my IRM was not effective as a research paradigm 
when I was engaged in the world of non- Aboriginal mainstream Alberta, 
Canada. The reasons for this have continued to unfold through the years. 
In looking back, I see that it was at that moment and with that realization 
that I was challenged with finding another way to live and work within 
the institutions of mainstream Canada. It was clear to me that, without a 
different approach to dealing with the impacts of mainstream social insti-
tutions on the social and personal lives of Aboriginal persons and commu-
nities, we would not survive as Aboriginal peoples.

I had left my family and community at a young age for high school and 
university. During those years, I incorporated the knowledge of main-
stream institutions into my own repertoire of Indigenous knowledge. 
There had never been an opportunity for me to contribute my Indigenous 
knowledge to the formal institutions of education but I had not seen that 
as an issue. This remained my perspective until one day I noticed that I 
was teaching unilingual Cree children how to read in the English lan-
guage without any resources or curriculum to assist me. In approaching 
the ministry, the university, and the school board officials, I had expected 
that they would respond eagerly with support and encouragement in the 
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form of resources and expertise, as per their educational program manuals. 
I returned home with nothing. It was then that I began to see the world 
in terms of politics and power, and I let myself be driven by the energy of 
my own anger to engage in this environment. Many years later, as a grad-
uate student, I realized that the people to whom I had turned for assistance 
had not possessed even the shadow of an idea that Indigenous knowledge 
systems existed and were, in fact, being lived out in the embodiment and 
agency of individual and collective Indigenous persons and communities. 
Although today the existences of Indigenous knowledge systems has been 
and continues to be acknowledged formally, especially in international 
forums, there remains a basic and profound societal and professional igno-
rance in relation to how such knowledges are to be incorporated into 
or given consideration in the administration and programming of con-
temporary schooling systems. Aboriginal education—except in cases of 
First Nations control where similar issues are compounded by political 
and financial ones—operates today primarily as an educational approach 
directed by provincial policies of curricular requirements for infusion/
inclusion of bits and pieces of knowledge from various Aboriginal peoples 
in a process that decontextualizes and isolates Aboriginal people from 
their human identities, community spaces, and histories.

In 1980, I was called to participate in an educational effort that was 
grounded in Northern Alberta communities and offered opportunities 
for Indigenous research methods and political action to change the way 
schooling was happening in the isolated Aboriginal communities. At the 
time I did not know it, but that was my first engagement with the pro-
cesses I came to identify later with PAR.

Beginning Research

I began my journey as a child who loved the world passionately, and I look 
forward to ending my journey in the same way. I remember myself as a 
child when every day the world and I just were. Then I remember myself 
being overwhelmed at the immensity of beauty in the world around me. 
And finally, I remember myself in later years as a youth consumed by an 
unbearable aching because I was not able to take in, understand, or fully 
experience that beauty. As I grew, I had experiences that led me to a con-
sciousness of myself as an entity entirely separate from and simultaneously, 
inseparably connected to the world outside of myself. I slowly learned 
how to think, speak, and live in relationship with that world. Learning 
how to live in relationship with the world was not only about for respect 
and ethics or morals, but it was also about survival of me as both person 
and people.

In this process of growing up with theoretical and practical learning, 
I was slowly becoming a researcher in the Indigenous sakaw, or bush sys-
tem of education and scholarship. This was participation in life through 
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sustained observation, examination, inquiry, data collection, and content 
and process analysis. I systematically carried out experiments with sam-
ples and test cases over time, maintaining systems of record- keeping and 
documentation that I knew were expected of me as an independent and 
responsible learner. I was immersed in a research practice that was tens of 
thousands years old, and I was being mentored by qualified researchers 
who had earned their credentials before me through their own years of 
effective research engagement, as evidenced in observable and measur-
able beneficial outcomes in peoples’ lives. In my understanding, this was 
and continues to be an IRM that guides the ways that Cree and Métis 
persons engage in the creation of new knowledge in support of their own 
transformation and toward the positive development of individual and 
collective identity and autonomy. These were necessary and vital pro-
cesses for Indigenous being. After I had grown up, and discovered that 
I needed some additional skills, a different approach, a different mindset 
to support my research and work where I found myself at the interface of 
Indigenous and non- Indigenous social realities, I used the principles of my 
own IRM to find a methodology that was connected with the knowledge 
systems and historical experiences of mainstream Canada and yet could 
be grounded in the historical and contemporary realities of northern Cree 
communities in Alberta. This was PAR.

The intent of this piece of writing is not to put energy toward translat-
ing or transposing this meaning of PAR into the contemporary world of 
academic research and commentary about PAR, nor to what PAR looks 
like in that world. However, I hope this work will contribute to the for-
ward impetus of PAR as an investigative methodology that is “a rite of 
communion between thinking and acting human beings, the researcher 
and the researched,” where academic institutions give space to “some sort 
of down- to- earth collectivization in the search for knowledge” (Fals-
 Borda, 1997, p. 108). The approach indicated here offers hope and pos-
itive impacts from research within Indigenous communities and with 
Indigenous peoples. I acknowledge with gratitude this opportunity to 
speak about PAR and how it is situated within the research world where 
I live and work.

Introduction

PAR has gone through a number of significant name and practice changes 
over the past decades since Fals- Borda gave it an international profile 
in the late 1950s and early 1960s through his work in Colombia. In his 
obituary, Fals- Borda is credited in his academic role as sociologist at the 
National University of Colombia (Bogota), with developing the “meth-
odology known as participatory action research, combining research and 
theory with political participation” (Gott, 2008). At that time and in that 
place, peasant and Aboriginal populations of his country were losing an 
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ongoing and constant struggle for land rights with wealthy landowners 
supported by government and its bureaucracies. Fals- Borda believed that 
it was the responsibility of the researcher not only “to examine the social 
reality of the country, but to try to remedy the injustices that the research 
uncovered” (Gott, 2008). He had left his position at the University of 
Colombia because he found himself facing several intellectual dilemmas, 
one of which was the way that he saw his institution ignoring the theory 
and practice dialectics, supporting “learning by rote without relating to 
surrounding social and cultural realities,” (Fals- Borda, 1997, p. 108) and 
believing science to be a knowledge distinct and separate from popular 
knowledge or people’s knowledge. He left because he could not accept the 
apparent opposition between thought and action, or the imposed dichot-
omy of subject- object in research relationships. He left the university to 
engage in life- experiences (vivencia) as “authentic participatory practices 
in research and action” (p. 108).

In this work, I am referring to PAR as a research methodology that is a 
means of support for the intellectual and spiritual revolution of Indigenous 
peoples in Canada. The focus of PAR as an ongoing iterative process that 
involves and engages spirit, intellect, emotions, and physicality of human 
beings is one that is fully complementary with the research processes that 
were developed and continue to be followed by ancient and Indigenous 
peoples. Many contemporary Indigenous researchers, including Brown 
and Strega (2005), Ermine (1995), Hampton, (1995), Meyer (2002), and 
Steinhauer (2008), have described and otherwise articulated these research 
processes as particularly derived and intrinsically connected to the origi-
nal sources of their own Indigeneity.

As a contemporary Indigenous researcher, I recognize PAR as a meth-
odology that raises few inherent incompatibilities with the frameworks 
represented by my own Indigenous research methodology. However, I 
have to add also that PAR, in its purest form, is rarely adopted by research-
ers, including Indigenous researchers, to frame their work and this speaks 
to a broad recognition of the difficulties and the complexities that are 
embedded within the use of PAR. The successful engagement of commu-
nities and persons within the processes of PAR as a research methodology 
leads, without question, to an unleashing of power or energy of which the 
quality and degree is unpredictable, and which cannot be manipulated or 
controlled by the researcher if it is to be recognized as PAR.

PAR has, over the past couple of decades, been reconfigured, reshaped, 
and renamed as community- based research, action- research, participatory 
learning, participatory evaluation, appreciative inquiry, and praxis inter-
vention. In the context of research with Indigenous peoples, these terms 
can represent safe ways to divert (or divest) and/or swallow up the poten-
tial power of research to serve the people, who are necessarily both subject 
and object of ongoing research. In my reading and interpretation of my 
preferred works of Fals- Borda (1997) and Paulo Freire (1970), PAR was 
never intended to be used as a research methodology outside of research 
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conducted with a community of people who desire and are willing to 
work for some transformation or change in self and/or personal/collective 
environment. The intent of such research is the attainment of individual 
and collective researchers’ empowerment, as evidenced in the visible and 
measurable aspects of such transformation. This is contrary to a positivist 
position that sets the researcher and the researched on opposite sides of a 
subject/object dichotomy, with the presupposition that researchers will 
be distant and dissociated from the researched, being both consciously 
subjective and consciously objective in relation to the researched, at every 
point of the research process through time and space. However, PAR is 
not functional outside of the consciousness of each and every individual 
member of those who are engaged in each and every one of the research 
processes.

Participants engage in the evolving processes of the research knowing 
that one, some, or all of them will benefit or lose to a lesser or greater 
degree in the outcomes of those research processes, and they also know 
that these outcomes are based on their actions and decisions as individu-
als and/or as group. Each participant enters into the experience of PAR 
knowing that it holds a promise of transformation, and knowing also that 
once having begun such a personal engagement, there is no turning back 
from that process of revolution or turning back around of self/environ-
ment. To engage in such transformation can and does call for a giving up of 
the personal. For many PAR researchers, this choice is not represented by 
the dichotomy of self and collective; it is merely a revolutionary experience 
of self as collective. For others, this dichotomy is evident, either from the 
beginning of the research project or as a realization somewhere along the 
process. In either case, PAR researchers do have to choose whether they 
will give themselves up to be a part of the whole or whether they will 
engage in some degree of participant observers. The dichotomy will some-
times be experienced by a researcher as a breaking point in the research 
process. The researcher will feel compelled to pull back and to remain 
within the security of the dichotomy, separated from research participants 
(situated within a research context) and who then can be observed from 
outside of that research context, at will, by the researcher. This particular 
aspect of researcher choice in working within PAR is one that often goes 
unmentioned in projects that claim to be doing PAR; yet, the integrity of 
PAR rests on the conscious choice of the researchers to give up the per-
sonal for the collective and it is this point that distinguishes PAR and is a 
measure of its power for transformation and knowledge creation.

In the following work, I will refer to Indigenous lived experiences in 
the context of traditional Indigenous communities. This context is inte-
gral to my thinking of PAR as a means of revolutionizing the way that 
we as researchers carry out, understand, articulate, and evaluate our work 
with Indigenous communities as individuals and as collectives.

In an earlier work (Weber- Pillwax, 2003), I described how participa-
tion in research demands a certain level and type of personal commitment 
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to undergo the process and I spoke about how, within the processes of 
research, we find ourselves in patterns from which we “create new mean-
ings of ourselves and we experience ourselves as transformed by the whole 
process of participation and immersion within the patterns of meanings 
and experiences” (p. 37). This section of the work also drew comparisons 
between my research methodology and that of PAR as described by Fals-
 Borda and Rahman (1991), wherein they talked about (1) the “ontological 
possibility” of real popular knowledge (science); (2) “the existential possi-
bility of transforming the researcher/researched relationship”; and (3) the 
need for “autonomy and identity” in the exercise of people’s “power” 
(p. 37). In all of my work, the focus on the lived experiences of the partici-
pants presupposes the legitimacy and validity of personal knowledge and 
the existence and reliability of Indigenous knowledge. As I said earlier,

It is not because I am buying into the “ontological possibility” of 
“popular knowledge” that I am choosing to recognize those elements 
of PAR. It is because I respect the overall approach which vests the 
power of knowledge creation within the people themselves and at 
the same time recognizes and addresses explicitly the political nature 
of the challenges inherent to research conducted in this  manner. 
(Weber- Pillwax, 2003, p. 38)

Relationship is the critical factor in the development and establishment 
of respectful Indigenous research projects. There is always a relationship 
between researcher and area of research, but when the research topic is 
embedded within human beings, then methodologies or strategies must 
be designed within the cultural parameters and definitions of respectful 
relationships. Otherwise, the researcher treads the dangerous ground of 
attempting to mine resources that are held within an individual person. 
In focusing on the treasure as the goal of the research, a researcher may 
forget the significance of relationship with that person who bears a sacred 
trust for that treasure. Standard academic research paradigms tend not to 
recognize or incorporate into their models the complexity or depth of 
knowledge that is required for researchers to develop successful research 
projects with Indigenous peoples. This knowledge often f lows from the 
principle that Indigenous forms of research involve the establishment of 
particular and relevant forms of relationship among all living things con-
nected within the research itself.

Transformation is another significant principle active in my research 
and one that I read as highlighted by Fals- Borda (1991, 1997), although it 
is not often mentioned in contemporary literature about PAR. In PAR, 
research participants inform and teach each other about the different 
worlds of knowledge that each inhabits and/or holds within capacity and 
competence. It is a relationship that is intended to create and enhance 
opportunities for personal and mutual empowerment through the rec-
ognition, acquisition, and/or creation of personal and shared knowledge 
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systems—knowledge that is multidirectional and multilayered, taking 
unpredictable forms. These particular forms are not necessarily recog-
nizable and evident in exterior aspects and behaviors of persons. They 
are more often displayed as elements within the contents and processes 
inherent to relationships themselves, abstractions within abstractions, and 
therefore can be difficult to ascertain.

Within PAR processes, personal transformations occur in a variety of 
degrees and types. In an Indigenous context, these transformations and 
cases of personal empowerment often take place as outcomes of the grad-
ual discernment and unwrapping of existing Indigenous knowledge struc-
tures governing relationships with the ancestors and the spirit world. The 
participation of the ancestors in the development of Indigenous personal 
and community knowledge is accepted and known to encompass more 
than resonant narratives and poetry that we relate to each other and to 
others as memorization and polemics for didactic purposes. Whenever 
the words we choose to use are accepted and validated by the experiences 
of the people, whether of past or present, and whether in ceremony or 
ordinary space and time, they become expressions of the autonomous and 
distinct nature of individual and collective identities.

PAR stresses the importance of autonomy and identity as indicators of 
people’s power. In PAR, the autonomy and identity of the people are the 
measures of the power of the people—a high degree of autonomy and a 
strong sense of identity indicates a lot of power in the people, presumably 
over their own lives. From an Indigenous perspective, lived experiences 
are the measure and expressions of autonomy and identity. They are inter-
connected and interrelated in such a way that each affects and shapes the 
other. Lived experience shapes identity and gives reality to autonomy. 
Identity shapes lived experience and embodies autonomy. Autonomy 
gives meaning to identity and can determine the shape of lived experi-
ence. Indigenous peoples tend to see all lived experience as sacred since 
the human is a sacred being, and it is impossible to isolate identity from 
lived experience.

Regarding personal empowerment and PAR, it is not likely that any 
research would ever have been carried out successfully among the Northern 
Sakaw Cree communities without strong individual and collective senses 
of identity and autonomy among the participants. An individual cannot 
experience and interpret the meanings of identity and lived experiences 
in a state of partial confinement or restriction to culturally other defini-
tions of time, space, and history. In other words, the individual’s sense 
of empowerment must f low from knowledge systems that have evolved 
to enable him/her to create new meanings and new experiences relevant 
to Indigenous beings as Indigenous persons. Our lived experiences must 
be given expression in an explicit way if we are to understand and main-
tain autonomy over them. These expressions become our new histories as 
individuals and as peoples, becoming the content of our narratives of hope 
for our children and their futures (Weber- Pillwax, 2003).
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Personal Ref lections on Transformation through PAR

PAR is transformation of self and transformation of environment. As 
Indigenous peoples, we know when we enter into the process of engage-
ment with our world. When it is authentic engagement, and we see our 
world being transformed, we know that we are also being transformed. 
With or without analysis, we know that we are also being transformed as 
we transform the environment.

The work of ceremonies is to try to support that process of transforma-
tion of self, so that every aspect of your being stays in balance as you are 
being transformed and as you transform your environment. The agency 
does lie in the person, in the individual; when you act upon your envi-
ronment, you, in that sense, are transforming yourself. The environment 
is not limited by definition to the physical world environment; it also 
refers to the spiritual world, and to other planes of existence that are 
entered into through ceremony. Ceremony, then, maintains personal bal-
ance. It also enables personal engagement with other levels of existence, 
with other parts of the environment that an individual may not be able 
to physically see. Therefore, when viewed from this perspective, trans-
formation in order to be total has to involve and engage all aspects of a 
person’s being, of his/her individual humanity, of the individual’s sense 
of personhood. Transformation impacts every aspect of the human being: 
the intellectual, the spiritual, the physical, and the emotional.

In thinking about the values and contributions that PAR can offer to 
Indigenous and other research, I am remembering the revolutionizing 
force that happens inside of the research participant as an essential part of 
the whole process. PAR inspires because it presents a learning experience; 
it is grounded in a theory that says when you are learning, you are alive.

Transformation of self and transformation of environment is the dyad 
of reality; the dyad of being for me, and for my environment; the dyad of 
being for every other person in my collective, my cultural grouping.

Because my research is me, as in it is not research outside of myself, it 
is very difficult to write about. It is difficult in the sense that while I am 
engaged (in the research), I cannot be writing. I cannot be engaged fully 
in the act of living, and simultaneously engaged fully in the act of writing 
that is actually creating some kind of image of my own life on paper. To 
write about myself engaged in the act of living is to create an icon of some 
sort so that a reader can “read” me and understand my life.

If I write for you as the reader, you will more likely be able to under-
stand my people because I, as a trained academic, am more likely to be 
able to write in a way that is more likely to help you understand me and 
my people at home.

Indigenous children in schools are at the mercy of adult training pro-
cesses, mainstream and non- Indigenous. The people who are there to 
teach and form these children have been trained by those same pro-
cesses. They have not been trained to see the Indigenous beings of those 

9780230615137ts05.indd   529780230615137ts05.indd   52 7/13/2009   12:05:50 PM7/13/2009   12:05:50 PM



When Research Becomes a Revolution 53

children. Should I be writing to help in the training of those people so 
that they in turn can better train my children? The key question that has 
to be answered is: whose definition of “better” is to be the standard of 
measure?

The only possible way that I can ever hold onto my children and help 
them to become who they are—the being of themselves as humans—and 
the only way I as the adult responsible for their care and well- being can 
hold onto that for them, is to ensure that I can balance at home what is 
happening to them in school or I can start to control what is happening 
to them in school.

I am realizing that that is nearly an impossible task. As Indigenous par-
ents, we cannot do either because the tentacles of oppression and destruc-
tion reach into every aspect of that child’s being—my child’s being. 
Therefore, I come back to my earlier statement: if I am not ensuring and if 
I am not taking care of my child’s experiences at school, then the persons 
who control that schooling system have my child. Those persons have 
the spirit of my child in their hands and they have no idea what they are 
holding. They have no idea how to care for that child or that spirit. The 
sad thing is that they do not even know that they do not know how to do 
that. If I write to help us to understand each other, I am seen as this little 
icon of me that is represented by my thoughts on paper. While we engage 
in discourse and theoretical dialogue on paper, and I live my life in that 
meaningless connection, my children are dying.

As Indigenous researchers, we do not say PAR very often; we say 
Indigenous Research Methodologies (IRM), and we ground it in 
Indigenous communities and we talk about transformations as a natural 
part of research processes. Basically, I weave the principles of PAR in and 
through the principles of IRM and then in the colors, the threads that are 
going to be the warp and the woof of the weaving, you see Indigenous 
peoples represented—because it is not about research, it is about living. 
And IRM are about sustaining, supporting, enriching, enhancing, and 
uplifting life/living in a way that is transformative and based on trans-
formation. PAR, in its very basic principles, can be applied to any people 
or cultural group anywhere because it also aims for transformation. The 
objective is transformation, change, creating new knowledge, uplifting, 
inspiring—all of those same terms apply and they are all based on trans-
formation. That is PAR and revolution, in any language.

PAR as Everyday Revolution

Every day of our lives we are engaged with PAR as Aboriginal people 
because being engaged with life within the mainstream society is not us 
living within our own environment. Each morning, we step out of our 
own comfortable space and move into a space where we are constantly in 
researcher mode. We are constantly required to weigh, observe, assess, 
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make decisions, and act. Constantly, day in, day out. I realize the argu-
ment is compelling to rejoin and say “oh well, we all do that.” It is true 
that we all look, assess, make decisions, act. However, I think we do not 
all do that in a foreign environment, not in the way that that demand is 
placed on us as Aboriginal people. We come out of our own places and 
we go into a strange environment, very often unfriendly, very often hos-
tile, and that is where we have to operate every day. We did not create the 
environment so therefore it is not a research environment that we create, 
and it is certainly not an environment that we manage or that we control. 
Yet we control ourselves every day in choosing to become involved in 
that environment. Every day when we get up and go forth into our day, 
we are choosing to involve ourselves in PAR. This statement stands in 
relation to people and the power of the word, critical thinking and crit-
ical actions (Freire, 1970)—all of those things which are a part of what 
guides us as we enter into our situation of PAR every day as Indigenous/
Aboriginal researchers. We know PAR as a very powerful tool because 
we knowingly engage and we knowingly participate, we intentionally 
aim for transformation. We know these are the things that actually lead 
to positive changes and the deeper this transformation and the more it 
becomes part of our lives, the more of a revolution it is: a revolution in 
the sense that it turns us back into ourselves, into new and ancient ways 
of being.

That is being constantly in a PAR mode, just to survive. We started 
early to learn, some of us as preschoolers, some as teenagers, some as 
adults. Many of our people never did demand such effort of themselves; 
my mother was one such person. As a young adult, I realized slowly that 
there were many rules to learn about engaging with mainstream Canada: 
the language to use to communicate (in words and body movements), 
what was funny and what was not, what defined wit, puns, morals, jokes, 
measurements, clichés, fashions, literature, music, taste and foods, size 
and appearance, men and women, and the hundreds of tiny details that 
make up a culture and a people in every moment, every circumstance, and 
every space. And, in the midst of all these, I knew who I was and where 
I belonged.

When we as Indigenous persons enter into PAR, we want to learn 
something, we want to move ahead, we want to win something, we want 
to gain freedom, we want to gain the rights to be creative in our own 
ways, to create knowledge that is applicable to our own lives, we want to 
transform the societies within which we are engaged. We want to trans-
form the broader society in the sense that we want our own society within 
that context to be a safe and comfortable place for us. It is not acceptance 
that we are looking for, it is our own space. PAR begins with the decision 
to do something—the decision that is founded on an intention to engage 
in transformation. The intentionality is part of the methodology. Without 
the intention, the methodology is meaningless because it will not result 
in transformation. Intentions are a critical aspect of research and are in 
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place, stated or unstated, well before the physical activation of any work. 
If the intention is unclear, the impact of the research cannot be anticipated 
and is more likely to go unnoticed. Even in the best of circumstances, a 
researcher can only know within limits the impact of his/her research, 
but with a clear intention, there is an increased likelihood of predicting 
or noticing an impact.

PAR is the kind of research that gives life; in fact, I realized early that 
it is the kind of a life that gives life. In talk about sustaining life and the 
meaning of life, I also realized that these two aspects must be brought 
together because without meaning in life, there is no sustainability in life. 
When I first read about PAR, I was touched deeply because I had been 
discovering that engagement with people for/toward an objective that 
was beyond ourselves was fulfilling a personal need for spiritual commu-
nion or community with others. That was when I realized that that was 
one meaning in life, to live beyond my own satisfaction, beyond my own 
objectives and my own goals. I interpreted that to be one of the tenets of 
PAR, and I recognized it in my own work with others as empowerment, 
co- creation of new knowledge, transformation of self and environment. 
I saw that that is what the meaning in life is, that is what sustainability in 
life is. So PAR is not just about research, it is about life.

Choosing to engage in PAR is actually choosing to engage in a pro-
cess where we know we will be transformed. We also know that what 
we do will transform others and will transform our mutual environment. 
So when we begin, it is with the knowledge that we will give ourselves 
up to this process. That is the source of the revolutionary nature of this 
transformation—it is revolutionary because we are actually transformed 
in the turning around experience created by PAR.

An Example of PAR

Between 1980 and 1987, I worked as a community- based educator with 
a provincial school jurisdiction legislated to serve twenty- five to twenty-
 eight Aboriginal communities in Northern Alberta. I was one of four 
persons appointed by the Ministry of Education to a commission estab-
lished to provide educational support to the communities and to facilitate 
the process that would lead them to the governance of their own educa-
tional system. This was a historical movement in that those communities 
had never participated in the democratic election of representative school 
trustees and a school board. I found my thinking and my work entirely 
focused on cultural bridging between the knowledge systems of isolated 
traditional Cree communities and those represented by Alberta schooling 
systems. I had nothing in my formal training as an educator to prepare me 
for the kinds of expertise and knowledge that were needed, but my own 
background as a Métis person with roots in those Cree communities con-
tributed immensely and immediately to my own capacity as a researcher 
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and process facilitator, not only in depth and breadth of knowledge related 
to every aspect of the Cree world, but also in how that looked at the nexus 
of the school, the community, and the central administration. I did not 
know about PAR then but later years and more thinking have brought 
me to the place where I believe the principles of PAR most aptly describe 
those years and experiences. The learning and transformation of everyone 
involved in that process were beyond my expectations. The communi-
ties in the next few years initiated far- reaching changes in school policies 
and programming to promote school achievement for their children in 
ways that would not compromise their cultures and traditional knowledge 
systems. Despite the fact that almost all of the communities had Cree-
 speaking trustees, the local boards struggled against subtle but ongoing 
opposition to using their own language in the governance processes. 
Such opposition from predominantly non- Aboriginal administration was 
indicative of the general resistance from “standard” school practitioners to 
have a system that ref lected Aboriginal forms of knowledge in any sub-
stantial way. This tension underlay every part of the schooling system and 
continues into today.

During one of my earliest trips to the communities, I received a warn-
ing from a wise old political leader, who said, “You believe in this struc-
ture and you believe in what you’re doing, but we want to warn you, 
the system can’t be changed unless you change the bureaucracy as well. 
You will change the governance structures but if there are no changes to 
the bureaucracy and administration, nothing will change.” It was at least 
ten years before I realized the truth of that statement.

The PAR process in the communities was a time for integrating ancient 
knowledge into a new system of education for our people. I was not an 
outsider being true to a theoretical, albeit ethical, process. I was one of the 
people who wanted my children and grandchildren to be respected and 
cared for by teachers and administrators who cared about them as distinct 
beings representing ancient systems of knowledge and ways of being.

It was during the struggle to maintain the support to the community 
local school boards that I realized how accurate had been the predictions 
of my political advisers when we had first started on this long journey. 
Northland School Division continues to be dominated by non- Aboriginal 
administrators and staff, most of whom are unprepared professionally to 
provide leadership in dealing with the issues of Aboriginal education in 
any context.

What does this narrative have to do with PAR? During the time that 
I have described, the jurisdiction itself was being pressured to unfold in 
new ways. It was going through a living, vital process. As long as that 
was in place, the participation and the action of the people was sustained. 
Life and education was continuing. People were learning. People were 
involved. People were participating. There was anger, there was frustra-
tion but there was the excitement of learning. People wanted to be at the 
meetings, they wanted to participate. They saw hope because they were 
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engaged. As long as these things were in place, PAR was happening. 
Life was happening. When some people wanted to keep the power, they 
started to try to control the movement. They put administrative proce-
dures in place to ensure predictability and manageability. When that hap-
pened, the process stopped. There was no longer participation, there was 
no longer hope, there was no longer anything living and vital about the 
system. At that point, PAR no longer existed.

PAR Conclusion

I go out on the lake to pull the net, and that is PAR within an Indigenous 
knowledge paradigm. My father, who passed in 1988 to the spirit world, 
comes and has this conversation with me: “You have to bring the kids, 
my grandchildren. You have to bring them here so they can fish like this. 
They have to have the experience, they can’t learn without the experi-
ence. You can talk about it but that is nothing, it doesn’t mean a thing. 
They have to do it and they have to do it repeatedly.” Repeatedly, because 
if you try to do it only once, it is not going to be part of who you are. In 
other words, you will not be transformed, and you will not be enhancing 
somebody else’s experiences, which is what transformation is about.

Transformation is carried by intentions and commitment, and com-
mitment includes emotions as well as intentions. Cocreation of knowl-
edge is not merely an intellectual, empty sharing from which nothing 
grows. Creation means life, so knowledge, if it is to be life- giving and 
life- sustaining, has to have something that is based on life. It has to begin 
from life and give back to life, so it has to be connected to life in both the 
giving and the receiving. The only way that that can happen is with the 
full involvement of the whole person in experience. Your emotions and 
your heart are also to be engaged in PAR with the commitment coming 
from the heart.

To engage in PAR, a researcher has to trust, has to have faith, has to 
be able to say, “I want this” without knowing the end of the journey. An 
effective PAR researcher knows that the work means engaging and being 
truly in that state of communion between human beings who are both 
simultaneously the researcher and the researched.

As an Indigenous researcher, I can know that I want peace, I want change, 
I want my people to live, I want transformation, and I want knowledge 
about that transformation. But, more importantly, I am willing to work 
and give of myself totally for these things. I want that for any researcher 
who engages with Indigenous peoples and communities because that is 
what will open the heart to a turning around, a revolution, an inner free-
dom to reach out, fearlessly, and be transformed by giving of yourself. 
That is the spiritual base of the work of PAR, and that is the energy that 
lies at the interface of PAR with the ancient foundations of Indigenous 
research methodologies as these are lived out by Indigenous peoples.
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C H A P T E R  F I V E

Ko tātou te rangahau, ko te rangahau, 
ko tātou*: A Māori Approach to 

Participatory Action Research

Lynne Harata Te A ika & 
Jan inka Greenwood

Ehara toku toa he toa takitahi, engari he toa takitini
My strength is not of one, but of many

Introductory

Participatory Action Research is an approach to research that not only 
integrates action and investigation, but also involves those who would 
be most affected by the project as co- researchers. Although in Western 
scholarly traditions it is a relatively recent, though widely adopted research 
paradigm (Kemmis & McTaggart, 2005), in Māori traditions it is embed-
ded. It is embedded in the workings of the marae, the people’s communal 
house, where the community investigates and debates issues that con-
cern its well- being and future actions. Cycles of action, ref lection, and 
reconceptualization are involved. Tātou ki a tātou (All of us together are 
working for all of us) is a phrase that repeatedly reoccurs. This phrase is 
embedded in mythic understandings of knowledge: Tane climbed to the 
heavens and brought back and shared three kete (baskets of knowledge). 
Each provided access to a particular sphere of knowledge from the esoteric 
to the practical, and each was assigned to those who would best explore 
and develop that knowledge for the well- being of the people. The phrase 
is also embedded in contemporary kaupapa Māori research, which upholds 
the building of capacity and the development of well- being for the iwi, 
or people, as the primary goals of research, which emphasizes the impor-
tance of accountability to iwi and signals preference for methodologies and 
methods that engage participants as co- constructors of the findings.
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Focus of This Chapter, Who the Writers Are, and 
Some Initial Terms

This chapter develops a conceptual framework that loosely aligns Māori 
approaches to knowledge, research, and action with Western theorizations 
of participatory action research. It offers illustrative examples taken from 
a number of projects, including current ones such as Kotahi Mano Kāika, 
Ngāi Tahu’s strategy for language revitalization, and Hōaka Pounamu, a 
University of Canterbury College of Education Māori language immer-
sion program for practicing Māori teachers, and a historic project, Te Mauri 
Pakeaka, a program for developing cross- cultural understanding through 
the arts. It also suggests ways, again with illustrations from specific proj-
ects, in which Māori conceptualizations can enrich understandings of 
participatory action research.

We, the writers, come from Māori and immigrant perspectives respec-
tively. Lynne Harata is Ngāi Tahu, Ngāti Awa, and Te Whānau Apanui. 
Born in the South Island, which has a relatively low density of Māori, she 
has devoted much of her working life to language revitalization and the 
development of educational opportunities for Māori by Māori.

Janinka is a Czech- born immigrant to New Zealand. The teachers in 
her adopted country have been both Māori and European. Her research 
pathways, and consequently her teaching, have been continuously engaged 
with the exploration of cross- cultural perspectives and cross- cultural 
approaches to knowledge.

We have been close colleagues for the past eight years, working together 
on a range of strategic educational developments and research projects, 
some of which are described in this discussion. Although in the discus-
sions that lead to this writing we draw on our particular individual per-
spectives, here we offer the distillation of that discussion and our ongoing 
investigation.

Our discussion in this chapter is specifically located in New Zealand, 
and in the indigenous and the cross- cultural concerns that are particular 
to New Zealand. However, we think that many of the concerns and con-
ceptualizations we discuss will have significance for other communities 
around the world. Consequently we use terminology and metaphors that 
would for the most part be readily understood within the New Zealand 
context but we offer an explanation of some key terms here at the start of 
our discussion. Others we will explain as they arise.

As many of our readers will know, Māori are the indigenous people of 
Aotearoa New Zealand. Pākehā is the term most commonly used to refer 
to non- Māori immigrants of British and European descent. Sometimes 
in media and popular discussion, the word Pākehā is used as a more gen-
eral term marking the mainstream. For example, the Pākehā education 
system might refer to all of New Zealand’s education system excluding 
Māori initiatives, and Pākehā values, might refer to the value systems of 
the Western world.
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We use Māori whakataukı̄, or ancestral proverbs, where they seem appro-
priate. The Māori tradition of knowledge and debate is an oral one, and 
within that oral tradition whakataukı̄ serve as reference points that anchor 
lines of thought to recognizable traditions, very much in the same way as 
citations anchor scholarly articles in a Western tradition. For example the 
title of our chapter, Ko tātou te rangahau, ko te rangahau, ko tātou, references 
a phrase often used to proclaim lineage and regional identity: ko au, ko te 
awa, ko te awa ko au, claiming the interdependence of the speaker and the 
ancestral river. Here we have adapted the whakataukı̄ to emphasize the 
alignment between the action of research and the people affected as both 
participants and beneficiaries of the research.

In looking for a metaphor for our discussion, we turned to the image 
of whare kōrero. Literally this might translate as a house of speech, but 
more particularly it is a term we have used in our joint research projects 
to describe a discussion site, either online or live, in which participants 
collaboratively explore findings and co- construct emergent narratives. It 
is a house not only built through talk but also constructed to safely house 
and support further talk. Just as a physical whare would have carved pou or 
posts to mark its history and the lineage of the people it belongs to, so our 
whare kōrero has four pou that are the projects we describe. A physical whare 
might have its f loor covered by a whāriki, or finely woven mat, and so our 
whare kōrero has a whāriki of discussion in which we tease out the various 
threads of our understanding of Māori approaches to action research.

In the sections that follow we describe each of the pou of our discussion, 
each of the case studies, separately. Then we weave the whāriki, the pat-
tern of concerns, approaches, and themes that grow out of our review of 
the individual projects and that offer a grounding for further exploration 
and elaboration.

Kotahi Mano Kāika: Ngāi Tahu’s Strategy for 
Language Revitalization

The first pou in our whare is a project that Lynne Harata has been deeply 
involved in, but that extends beyond well her. It is Ngāi Tahu’s project of 
language revitalization. Ngāi Tahu is the iwi or tribe who asserts chief ly 
rights to most of the South Island of New Zealand. The history of alien-
ation of its lands in the first decades of colonialism led to its sociopolitical 
marginalization and consequently to the loss of language. The details of its 
treaty claims and the establishment of a corporate business plan are outside 
the scope of this chapter.1 What is relevant is that during the 1990s Ngāi 
Tahu began a program of language revitalization. In the previous decade, 
Benton (1981) had predicted that the Māori language was in the process of 
dying. The 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s saw programs of language revitaliza-
tion throughout the North Island, particularly among tribal groups with 
significant numbers of native speakers.
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Ngāi Tahu’s project took place in the second wave of revitalization. 
Ngāi Tahu’s strategic plan (Ngāi Tahu, 2001) identified that the inter-
generational transfer of Māori language as the main form of communica-
tion had not occurred within South Island Ngāi Tahu for approximately 
80 years and in some areas for 130 years. It also identified that there 
were approximately three remaining native speakers still living within 
the tribe, and that while there were some Kōhanga Reo (early childhood 
centres with Māori immersion) and Kura Kaupapa Māori (schools oper-
ating in the Māori language only and with Māori value systems) in the 
South Island, these were insufficient to revitalize the language and to 
ensure intergenerational transfer. There were, however, people who 
affiliated with Ngāi Tahu living in the North Island who were f luent in 
the language, in many cases as a result of language initiatives by North 
Island tribes. The challenge was to build areas within the South Island 
with a high enough density of f luent speakers of Māori for intergenera-
tional transfer to occur. It was calculated previously (Spolsky, 1987) that 
a thousand Māori medium teachers would be needed to enable a program 
of language revitalization. Twenty years later, in 2000, Ngāi Tahu on the 
advice of Fishman, a world recognized expert in endangered languages, 
began its language strategy by focusing on the home and intergener-
ational transfer. Kotahi Mano Kāika, Kotahi Mano Wawata (a thousand 
homes [where the language is alive and used] achieving a thousand aspi-
rations) was the result.

The project is still in progress. Over the last decade, the cycles of devel-
opment of the project have involved the overall strategic plan (Ngāi Tahu, 
2001); an operational education plan, Te Kete o Aoraki (Ngāi Tahu, 2002), 
which not only placed access to learning of the Māori language among the 
reportable goals for all schools in the region, but also arranged for direct 
reporting to Ngāi Tahu on the educational outcomes of all Māori stu-
dents; a Memorandum of Understanding with the Ministry of Education 
(Ministry of Education & Ngāi Tahu, 2002); and a plan for supporting the 
development of bilingual early childhood centres and iwi endorsed schools 
(Ngāi Tahu, 2005). In this context, a scheme was developed to establish 
an intensive language immersion program for Māori teachers (Te Aika & 
Greenwood, 2007), an in- school program for teachers building dialect and 
language capacity (Te Aika, 2008), the development of learning resources, 
a Web site, and an e- mail and text- messaging promotion strategy.2

Hōaka Pounamu: Immersion Program for Teachers

The second pou in our whare kōrero is a project that Lynne has initiated and 
led. Hōaka Pounamu is a year- long Māori medium program for teachers 
working in kura kaupapa Māori, teaching Māori medium programs within 
mainstream schools, or providing bilingual support and leadership within 
a mainstream school.
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As a Ngāi Tahu initiative, it sits within the tribal goal of language 
revitalization. It involves a partnership of Ngāi Tahu, the Ministry of 
Education who funds the delivery and the teachers’ release from school, 
and the College of Education within the University of Canterbury where 
the qualification is accredited and the program is delivered.

The program aims to build sufficient numbers of bilingual teachers in 
the South Island to parallel the development of Māori as a communica-
tive language in the home, with enough strength and attractiveness in its 
usage to ensure intergenerational transfer. Specifically the goal is to grad-
uate teachers with oral confidence as well as proficiency in the language, 
with a sound knowledge of iwi history and current aspirations, and with a 
strong grasp of second language pedagogies.

The name of the program, Hōaka Pounamu, references the sandstone 
(hōaka) rubbing against the greenstone (pounamu) to remove its rough 
exterior. The pounamu represents the language, a treasure handed down 
from ancestors and a connection with identity and place in the universe.

The evolution of the program might be described in terms of a koru, a 
spiral form that is derived from the unfurling frond of a fern. As the frond 
grows, series of new leaves bud, develop, and unfold. The mauri (life 
force) of the fern is there from the beginning, but each stage generates 
further growth. In this case the first leaves symbolize consultation with 
the iwi, ensuring not only that the direction and content were in keep-
ing with iwi aspirations, but also that leaders and teachers within the iwi 
would come in to the program at various times to share their knowledge. 
Over the seven years that the program has run, it has been in a process of 
ongoing development using feedback from iwi, teaching staff, students, 
and schools.

A key feature of the program is that it places language as an integral 
part of mātauranga Māori (Māori knowledge). Each year this is highlighted 
by a week spent on one of the marae (tribal community ground or site of 
ceremony, usually with a meeting house as part of the complex) within 
the region researching the history, ecology, and spirituality of place, and 
developing teaching resources from this research to share with the peo-
ple of the marae. The assignment fosters reciprocity of benefits to the host 
community and the students, building the capacity of all the partici-
pants to carry out their responsibility of kaitiakitanga (stewardship) of the 
land—in all its layers.

Developing Bicultural Understandings and 
Practice in the College of Education

The third pou in our whare is a project that both Lynne Harata and Janinka, 
together with other colleagues, have been involved with over a number 
of years. Initially the Christchurch College of Education was a separate 
tertiary institution, whose core business was initial and in- service teacher 
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education. At the start of 2007 the college merged with the University of 
Canterbury, and it continues with its role of teacher education.

In 2001, the college could be described as a relatively monocultural 
establishment. In this way it ref lected its surrounding city and most of 
the South Island. If change was to occur within schools, it needed to also 
occur within in the institution that prepares teachers. Lynne Harata had 
recently been appointed as Kaiwhakahaere Māori, a leadership position in 
the school’s management team, and Janinka and Liz Brown were seconded 
as coordinators of the bicultural project (Greenwood & Brown, 2007).

The first step was to develop a strategic plan for the college, follow-
ing internal and external consultation and to negotiate its adoption by 
the strategic leadership team. The plan drew on the government’s goals 
(Ministry of Education, 2003) for Māori development and education and 
on the Memorandum of Understanding between Ngāi Tahu and the 
Ministry of Education.

One of the first agreed action points, and an example of our approach, 
was to develop and deliver a course that would introduce students to the 
Treaty of Waitangi and its relevance to the present day and to their work 
as teachers. The challenge was to develop a course that was not didactic, 
yet provided access to significant new knowledge and allowed the partici-
pants to be active in the process of investigation, exploration, and mean-
ing making. The course that evolved involved a collation of resources, 
providing an initial platform for participants’ research and a series of tasks 
asking them to use one or more of the arts to present their findings. The 
choice of art as a medium for analysis and presentation was a deliberate 
move away from a positivist approach to one that would allow participants 
to own their questions and their learning. “Boss of our story” was the title 
of an article in which we reported on progress (Greenwood & Brown, 
2004). The course delivery and development continues with similar goals 
but in the hands of new facilitators.

Further strategic goals included the development of a praxis of Māori 
language and cultural practices within the institution as a whole, the devel-
opment of Māori and bicultural research projects, and the re- evolution of 
all curriculum areas to include Māori perspectives.

The business of merger between the college and the university tempo-
rarily slowed down and complicated progress in the pursuit of these goals. 
However, the building of staff and student capacity in these areas contin-
ues as an ongoing project.

Te Mauri Pakeaka

The fourth pou of this whare takes us beyond the region of Ngāi Tahu 
and to a decade or so earlier to a project led by Arnold Wilson in which 
Janinka was a participant. Te Mauri Pakeaka (Greenwood & Wilson, 2006) 
was a project set up within the education system in the mid- 1970s with 
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the aim of changing the face of mainstream society from one that was 
unconsciously monocultural to one that recognized and celebrated its 
Māori population and heritage. Over the fifteen years that the project 
ran, it brought clusters of teachers, students, artists, and elders to three-  or 
five- day workshops on marae throughout the country.

The immediate objective in each workshop was to create an art work, 
visual or performance- based on a local history. However, the process of 
living together on the marae, and in that context researching the history 
for their work, allowed them to experientially explore what a significantly 
bicultural society might be like. Elders who had previously been shut out 
from the education system, found ways of teaching not only their young 
people, but also teachers and departmental advisers. Pākehā students and 
teachers learned about Māori values through living in an environment 
where they were the norm, turning to their Māori colleagues for leader-
ship. Māori students and teachers took that leadership in a range of ways 
and learned how their traditional beliefs and ways of relating could have 
currency within their education.

Arnold Wilson repeatedly talked about art being a catalyst (Greenwood & 
Wilson, 2006; Wilson & Greenwood, 2004). In its first years, it was a cat-
alyst to recognizing, exploring, and appreciating difference, for discover-
ing the human, social, historical, and spiritual dimensions of place, and 
for enabling people to vision what a bicultural education system and soci-
ety might be like. By the 1980s, the sociocultural environment in New 
Zealand had changed: Māori assertion was stronger, Māori initiatives for 
change were pronounced, and institutional systems, such as education, 
were under overt scrutiny. The process of art making within the Pakeaka 
workshops was now a catalyst for participants to find their ground within 
the change. Capacity was being built for Māori participants to more fully 
understand their heritage and to explore the leadership roles they might 
take in change, for Pākehā to reconfigure their assumptions, come to terms 
with change and explore their own roles, and for partnership to develop. 
The supportive environment and the use of art as a medium for explora-
tion created a safe space where participants could explore ideas and roles 
which initially might have felt unsafe.

The Whāriki: Patterns and Themes

Tino Rangatiratanga

Each of the projects we have described has dual goals of tino rangatiratanga 
(development of the capacity to be self- determining) and kaitiakitanga 
(the stewardship of resources). Ngāi Tahu’s language revitalization pro-
ject explicitly looks forward to the year 2025 as a period by which it 
aims to have an operational tribal ecology in place. Such an ecology 
has a vital language, land and water resources, and a people in balance 
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with their history, language, and environment. The Hōaka Pounamu pro-
gram also explicitly aims to develop teachers with the knowledge and 
skills needed to make them active contributors to the tribal goals of self-
 determination, stewardship, and the intergenerational transfer of the lan-
guage. Ko te reo te pūtake o te Māoritanga (language is the deep root which 
nourishes the growth of a Māori way of being in the world). The college 
bicultural project had the same broad goals, particularly with the treaty 
course, focusing on the importance of ensuring that graduating teachers 
would be informed and willing participants in the connected project of 
societal change.

The goal of tino rangatiratanga is also at the base of Te Mauri Pakeaka, 
though in a more complex way. On the one hand, the project was directly 
geared to reempower Māori and guide the education of their young peo-
ple, in terms of content, resources, and processes. On the other hand, it 
was also geared to enable Pākehā to find their own role in supporting 
Māori self- determination and exploring their identity within the changed 
society that would evolve through Māori self- determination.

Although at a time of disempowerment self- determination is often 
seen as a goal, it is a process: there is something that the people are self-
 determining about. The overarching goal of self- determination in the 
projects we describe is one of well- being for the people. Different tribal 
communities express it in various ways. Ngāi Tahu sums it up in this man-
tra: Mō tātou, ā, mō ka uri ā muri ake nei (for us all and for the generations 
to come).

Participation, Ownership, and a Range of Levels of Entry

The relationship between project goals and participants is important in 
each of the four projects. There is an underlying understanding in each 
that knowledge is most useful when it is accessed and developed by those 
who need to use it.

Ngāi Tahu’s language revitalization project depends on engagement of 
the people as a whole in its aims and its strategies. Tribal consultation 
hui (meetings) took place in the late 1990s. At this time the tribe’s treaty 
claims, which had engaged the energy of three generations, were being 
settled and Ngāi Tahu was in a position to reinvest its treaty settlement 
money and energy into tribal development. The consultative model is one 
that already exists historically on the marae, where issues are presented 
and debated for the people to find answers together. It was through these 
consultative hui that language, culture, and identity were prioritized as 
key areas for development. Each of the initiatives within the overarching 
project, such as the launching of Te Kete o Aoraki and the text message 
campaign, was a means of bringing more participants into the work of 
development and of encouraging them to take ownership of the process 
and the outcomes.
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Project participants need to find a level of entry that is both comfort-
able and meaningful for them to feel fully engaged. One of the deter-
rents to language acquisition is a perceived level of difficulty that takes 
participants too far outside their comfort zone. So the Hōaka Pounamu 
program addresses this by staircasing learning in a succession of courses 
that progress from bilingualism to total immersion, and by building on 
the tuakana- teina approach. In family terms the relationship of tuakana 
and teina is that of older and younger siblings. In the context of investi-
gation and learning, tuakana-teina expresses the notion that people come 
with different skills and areas of expertise and so alternatively take the 
role of tuakana or teina in a range of activities, the more skilled helping 
the beginners. In this way the teacher may well be a teina in some areas of 
knowledge in relation to one or more of the students in the class. This is a 
concept that is crystallized in the word ako, which refers to both teaching 
and learning, and that as a current educational concept describes the pro-
cess of collaborative learning through teaching.

The notions of ako, tuakana-teina, and of staircased entry also charac-
terize the other two projects we represent as pou in our whare. The widely 
mixed range of participants in the Pakeaka project meant that different 
groups and individuals brought different degrees and kinds of knowledge. 
Being supported in finding their own place to begin their investigation 
and representation allowed each of them to take ownership of the goals 
and to process and foster a sense of communal ownership of all the explo-
ration and discoveries that took place in the workshop. The same approach 
was used on a smaller scale in the treaty courses. Participants came with 
different knowledge, assumptions, and attitudes. The course recognized 
that there was no absolute or externally situated knowledge that would 
be useful to them. It was only knowledge they owned that would make a 
difference and the discovery of that knowledge had to take place at their 
own level of entry. However, the group as a whole could be tuakana and 
teina for each other at all of those levels.

The concept of ahi kā is important in the Māori world. It refers to the 
need to keep the home fire burning and warm to maintain the right to 
occupancy. Knowledge that is not owned might be conceptualized as an 
ahi matao, a fire that has gone out and is cold. Participant ownership is a 
fire that is warm, an ahi kā.

Nested Projects, Cycles, and Bricolage

Clearly the first three pou that we place in our whare present a series of 
nested projects. While each might in a different context have occurred 
independently, each actively draws on its connections with the others. At 
the same time, each of the pou can be seen as a composite of smaller sepa-
rate projects. The fourth pou, a succession of workshops, can also be seen 
as a series of nested projects all building to the same goal.
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The whakataukı̄ (ancestral proverb), nāu te rourou, nāku te rourou, ka ora ai 
te manuhiri, addresses the importance of collaborative endeavour. Literally 
translated it says, with my food basket and your food basket the multitudes 
can be fed. At the level of metaphor it talks about the different talents and 
energies participants can bring to a project and the value of taking into 
account and utilizing each of those different, and perhaps unexpected, 
talents and energies.

The Western concept of bricolage (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000) positions 
the researcher as a bricoleur, one who uses a mixture of investigative strat-
egies as needed, who identifies gaps in the data or the project development 
and looks for further strategies to adopt. Such a concept acknowledges 
the significance for some projects of evolving design and of considering 
multiple dimensions of problems (Kemmis & McTaggart, 2005). In the 
projects we have described, the concept of bricolage might be concep-
tualized as a communal approach to investigation. The project leaders 
bring their visions and skills, but leave room for all the participants to add 
their contribution and inf luence the direction and outcomes. In the Hōaka 
Pounamu project, the shape of the work changed according to the con-
nections and skills of each group of participants. In some years, because 
of the knowledge of particular participants the relationships between an 
art form, language, history, and identity were explored; in another year, 
it was the depth of history and oral traditions of a particular marae. In a 
program that was the first, and that remains the only Māori language 
immersion program for teachers in the South Island, such a layering of 
expertise develops the platform of knowledge from which future delivery 
can be built. It also develops ihi (charged energy) of the program in such 
a way that it can inspire and sustain participants. In Te Mauri Pakeaka, the 
layering of expertise was an essential ingredient of the project. The design 
acknowledged that the monoculturalism within schooling and the pov-
erty of outcomes for Māori students as a whole could not be solved by the 
actions of one group: elders, teachers, students, families, administrators, 
and artists had to come together, and, most importantly, acknowledge 
that each of the other groups held valuable knowledge and skills that were 
needed in the search for resolutions.

Earlier we suggested the unfurling fern frond as a metaphor for the way 
each of these projects evolves. The unfurling suggests a sense of organic 
development: a development that is both planned and unplanned at the 
same time, or that is planned in a way that invites and uses further and 
even unexpected contributions and evolutions. It also suggests that growth 
is subject to interruption and breakage, but that these do not prevent its 
continuance. Mate atu he tetekura, haere mai he tetekura, the whakataukı̄ tells 
us: when one tree frond dies down another rises to take its place. The 
overall goal of capacity building and tino rangatiratanga give form to a new 
project, scaffolding on what has already been achieved. Ko te pae tawhiti 
whāia kia tata, ko te pae tata whakamaua kia tina (seek out the distant hori-
zon, but work with what is close at hand).
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Reciprocity and Succession Planning

The development of leaves on each side of the unfurling stem is also sug-
gestive of the concept of reciprocity that is inherent in the projects. As 
Te Mauri Pakeaka illustrates, there are gains for all parties involved. In this 
case, as explained before, teachers and administrators gain not only the 
opportunity to better understand the culture of their students, but also to 
see their students achieve in ways they had not expected, and to engage 
the Māori community in the process of schooling. Māori elders, while 
giving their knowledge, gain not only a recognition of the value of that 
knowledge within the system of schooling, but have the opportunity to 
reinscribe the system so that their negative experiences of schooling do 
not have to be the same for their children and grandchildren. And so on 
for each of the groups of participants.

Partnerships are a pivotal factor in the design of each of these projects. 
The participants are construed as partners within the project not as con-
sumers or objects of investigations. In addition, strategic partnerships with 
those who hold, by using or blocking, power within the mainstream are 
also important. Ngāi Tahu worked with international language theorists 
to develop its strategic plan. It selected the College of Education as the 
agent to deliver its immersion project for teachers, rather than developing 
its own autonomous institution. On a broader front, all of the projects, 
although their goal is capacity building for Māori recognize that, at some 
level or another, partnership with Pākehā is important. If kaupapa Māori is 
to be fully developed and operational at a national level, there needs to be 
opportunity for non- Māori to find their place in it or alongside it—or it 
will always be in contestation and conf lict.

Implicit in this approach is recognition of the importance of succession 
planning. Each of the projects we have described acknowledges that the 
researchers need to develop those who will take over the further cycles of 
the project.

Agents of Change

Although a Māori perspective constantly draws on traditional knowledge, 
it also clearly recognizes that the challenge is to live in te ao hurihuri (the 
contemporary world of constant change). The goal of capacity building 
is thus not a static one; it is one of preparing for constant and complex 
change. Te manu kai i te miro, nōna te ngahere; te manu kai i te mātauranga, 
nōna te ao. This whakataukı̄ tells us that the bird that eats the berry from 
the miro tree can be at home in the forest; the one that eats knowledge 
can be at home in the world. The goals of capacity building allow partici-
pants to access the kinds of knowing and knowledge that will enable them 
to manage the evolving world. Each of the projects we have described 
is designed to empower its participants to be agents of change. Karetu, 
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honorary father of Māori language revitalization, identifies language as 
a sign of prestige and potency: tōku reo, tōku ohooho; tōku reo, tōku mapihi 
maurea; tōku reo, tōku whakakai marihi (language is signal of and tool for 
identity, chief ly status, and ability to act potently in the world).

Complexity theory (Davis, Sumara, & Luce- Kapler, 2008) positions 
knowledge as a complex mesh of interactions that reach from neurology 
through psychology, sociology, anthropology to ecology, and learning as 
transphenomenal, transdisciplinary, and interdiscursive. Such a construct 
parallels the concept of ao hurihuri and the need for knowledges that are 
complex and evolving.

Holistic Understandings

The projects we have described engage participants in terms of wairua 
(spirituality), ngākau (emotions), tinana (physicality), whānau (family) as 
well as hinengaro (intellect). Knowledge and knowing may be conceptual-
ized in all these dimensions, and so may the development of capacity.

Investigation in each of these projects, therefore, takes place not only 
in terms of data as it might be understood within a Western construct 
but also in terms of identity construction, kaitiakitanga, rangatiratanga, and 
mana (esteem or value). In other words investigation is not really separable 
from its products. Knowledge is only meaningful when people own it and 
use it, spiritually or in action. In this way there is no cut and dry differen-
tiation between the concept of research and that of learning.

Kaupapa Māori and Participatory Action Research

As we teased out the strands earlier, we have suggested some parallels to 
Western models of participatory action research. We have not attempted 
a detailed paralleling.

Smith (2005) locates the arena of indigenous research in terms of a desire 
to avoid dominant culture definitions. “The desire of ‘pure’, uncontami-
nated, and simple definitions of the native by the settler,” she writes (Smith, 
2005, p. 86), “is often a desire to continue to know and define the Other, 
whereas the desire by the native to be self- defining and self- naming can 
be read as a desire to be free, to escape definition, to be complicated, to 
develop and change, and to be regarded as fully human.” She points out 
that indigenous communities are not homogenous, and therefore do not 
agree on all issues and seldom live in isolation from the rest of the world. 
However, she also notes that there are still many indigenous communi-
ties “who possess the ancient memories of another way of knowing that 
informs many of their contemporary practices” (Smith, 2005, p. 87).

Accordingly, the research methods used in kaupapa Māori research 
may range from a variety of quantitative data gathering processes to ones 
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involving action, art products, or narratives. What characterizes kau-
papa Māori research is a concern with capacity development, utilization 
of Māori ways of knowing, participation, collaborative ownership, and 
respect for mana.

Bishop (2005) discusses how educational researchers have often been 
slow to acknowledge cultural difference, and how “as a result, key research 
issues such as power relations, initiation, benefits, representation, legiti-
mization, and accountability continue to be addressed in terms of the 
researchers’ own cultural agendas, concerns, and interests” (p. 110). He 
suggests “such domination can be addressed by both Māori and non- Māori 
educational researchers through their conscious participation within the 
cultural aspirations, preferences, and practices of the research participants” 
(p. 110).

As our pou illustrate, the most significant feature of Māori research is 
that its goals originate with Māori and are consistent with Māori values. 
Research is branded as something bigger than academic knowledge.

Notes

Literally, we are the research and the research is us.

1. Readers who want to know more might like to consult Evison (1993) Te Waipounamu The 
Greenstone Island; and www.ngaitahu.iwi.nz

2. Readers are invited to visit these Web sites: www.generationreo.com and www.kmk.Māori.nz
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teacher development program. Paper presented at Language, Education, and Diversity Conference, 
November 23, 2007. Waikato, New Zealand.

Wilson, A., & Greenwood, J. (2004). Shifting the centre. Perspectives in Education, 22(1), 151–149.

9780230615137ts06.indd   729780230615137ts06.indd   72 7/13/2009   12:06:10 PM7/13/2009   12:06:10 PM



C H A P T E R  S I X

Translating “Participation” from North to South: 
A Case Against Intellectual Imperialism in 

Social Science Research

Cynth ia M. Chambers & 
Helen Balanof f

. . . all societies, particularly the “traditional” ones, have been, and 
remain, participant. None of them needs to be trained or initiated 
by outsiders or professionals to the “secret” formulas of modern 
participation.

—Rahnema (1990)

Participatory Research in Northern 
Indigenous Communities

Participatory action research (PAR) aims for social justice in both the 
 process and the outcome of research. To achieve this aim, PAR must con-
tain and support the social and material conditions necessary for meaning-
ful participation in a research project, particularly by those subordinated 
within asymmetrical relations of power. What makes PAR participatory, 
and thus socially just, is contingent on opportunities provided for those 
involved to exercise their capacities, to express their experiences, and to 
participate in determining their actions and the conditions of those actions 
(Young, 1990). The dichotomy between first peoples and settlers (Sissons, 
2006) complicates participation in PAR research in northern Canada. As 
part of its social justice agenda, PAR aims to have local people, that is 
indigenous peoples in the North, become the experts and agents of the 
research agenda, rather than being the other and the object of study, as they 
are often positioned in conventional social science research (Absolon & 
Willett, 2004). With PAR indigenous knowledges and knowledge prac-
tices, as well as indigenous languages and voices, become indispens-
able to the research (Sinclair, 2003). PAR researchers, in the North and 
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elsewhere, aim to balance attention to the social processes of the research 
with social outcomes of the research. This means that researchers must not 
 universalize Western processes of knowledge formation, inherited from 
European intellectual traditions, to northern indigenous communities. 
For northern indigenous communities, all animate beings, which include 
the human and the nonhuman as well as the ancestors, generate knowl-
edge within the “spheres of nurture” where they dwell. In institutional-
ized social science research, professionals generate knowledge, which is 
then assumed to be either universal (i.e., theoretical) or limited to a spe-
cific population rather than a location (i.e., empirical).

PAR assumes mutuality between outside researchers and the local 
communities with whom they work, an arrangement where both have 
capacity and opportunity to participate fully (Heshusius, 1994), particu-
larly in decision making (Bishop, 1998; Cornwall & Jewkes, 1995). For 
Young (1990), this mutuality is the basic condition for social justice. In 
the Canadian North, the aim is for more than mutuality; most north-
ern indigenous communities want ownership of the research. This means 
that local communities initiate and set the agenda; accrue benefits from 
the research; represent local knowledge using indigenous language, voice, 
and media; ensure the research is authorized and validated locally; and 
hold the researchers, local and otherwise, accountable to the commu-
nities whom the research serves (Bishop, 1997). The question of own-
ership over research is especially salient in northern Canada, the colony 
within (Watkins, 1977), where the state assumed sovereignty over north-
ern indigenous peoples and the lands they inhabit. One legacy of colo-
nialism is that northern residents are positioned dichotomously as either 
indigenous or not, on either side of disputes about title to land and own-
ership of resources. Communities in the North originated as locations 
of trade with, and evangelizing of, indigenous people. Eventually these 
trading posts and Christian missions became sites of colonial settlement 
and resettlement, “contact zones . . . social spaces where disparate cultures 
meet, clash and grapple with each other, often in highly asymmetrical 
relations of domination and subordination” (Pratt, 1992, p. 4). Within 
these northern contact zones, organic social processes, such as ways of 
participating in community life, have grown up, and these are inseparable 
from the indigenous epistemologies to which they are akin (Absolon & 
Willett, 2004). Community persons bring these local ways of being, act-
ing, and communicating to the social processes of a research project, and 
then those projects become another set of intersecting and interconnect-
ing social relations within a community. Many northern researchers have 
used participatory research as a framework to facilitate more symmetrical 
relations of power between themselves and the indigenous communities 
with whom they work. With the participatory approach, local communi-
ties can control decision making and verify results (Kritsch, 2002; Legat, 
1995; Rabesca, Romie, Blackduck, Zoe, Legat, Johnson, & Ryan, 1993; 
Ryan, 1994, 1995; Thorpe, Hakongak, Eyegetok, & Kitikmeot Elders, 
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2001). These projects thus foster socially just and locally appropriate par-
ticipation, not as defined elsewhere but as practiced and understood within 
the context of particular contact zones.

In the following section, we introduce the Ulukhaktok Literacies 
Research Project (ULRP) and describe and analyze efforts to ensure 
the project was participatory within the context of a specific northern 
community.

The Ulukhaktok Literacies Research Project

Ulukhaktok1, a community of four hundred in the Northwest Territories 
(NWT), Canada, is the site for a multiyear research project. The initial 
research question was: what constitutes literacy for Ulukhaktokmiut (the 
people of Ulukhaktok)? We were interested in literacy before the intro-
duction print with colonization, as well as contemporary literacies. The 
study was designed to focus on the local language, knowledge, experi-
ence, and expertise of the Ulukhaktokmiut.

A Colonial Context

Northern communities were “ ‘made’ rather than ‘born’ ” (Madan cited 
in Cornwall & Jewkes, 1995, p. 1673) and Ulukhaktok was no exception. 
In the 1920s, Ulukhaktok was a location for trade on Victoria Island in 
the Canadian Arctic. By the 1930s, Inuit from Alaska and the Western 
Arctic, who had migrated to the region, moved into the tiny mission and 
trading- post settlement. The following two decades saw Inuinnait,2 par-
ticularly the Kangiryuarmiut, move into Ulukhaktok, as well (Collignon, 
2006; Stern, 1999). In the 1960s, most people still made their living on the 
land, hunting, fishing, and trapping for furs. However, the people now 
lived year round in Ulukhaktok rather than on the sea ice in winter and 
on land from spring through autumn. Different Inuit groups, who tradi-
tionally inhabited, and travelled extensively around vast territories from 
the extreme west of Alaska to the Central Canadian Arctic, were now 
settled permanently together in small isolated arctic communities like 
Ulukhaktok. In these communities, the different Inuit groups also now 
lived alongside Qablunaat (the White people or non- Inuit Westerners), 
who were there to minister, administer, or trade.

A Site of Métissage

Communities, like Ulukhaktok, which grew up in colonial terrain became 
sites of métissage (Chambers, Hasebe- Ludt, Leggo, Oberg, Donald, & 
Hurren, 2007; Lionnet, 1989), places where histories and discourses 
mixed, and where a vernacular of the colonial language became the local 
lingua franca. In the early years, it was more common than it is today 
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for Ulukhaktokmiut, including Qablunaat, to speak one of the indige-
nous languages. By the 1960s and 1970s, however, English had overtaken 
the indigenous languages. Today most people speak a local vernacular of 
English, although Inuinnaqtun and Inuvialuktun, the dominant indigenous 
languages are still audible in the community.

Although their geographic origins may differ, and their languages may 
vary, contemporary Ulukahktokmiut believe that they hold in common a 
way of life and a shared set of values and beliefs. Their desire that young 
people not forget pitquhiraluavut (our ways), that is, these shared values and 
beliefs, and way of life, fuelled community interest in the ULRP.

Research Agenda

Since the introduction of English literacy in the North, “alphabetized 
communication is expanding at the expense of all other forms of pattern-
 languaged understanding” (Rasmussen, 2000, p. 14). Pattern- languaged 
understanding is communicated through skilled practices (Ingold, 2000) 
such as dancing, singing, drawing, and sewing (Rasmussen, 2000). With 
alphabetic literacy came scriptist- bias and “alphabetization of thought” 
(Rasmussen, 2000), where knowledge and knowledge practices are 
reduced to discrete, decipherable items amenable to codification and rep-
resentation schematically (Ingold, 2000) for consumption as, for example, 
school curriculum or public policy. When communication and knowl-
edge practices are alphabetized, literacy becomes singularly linguistic to 
the exclusion of pattern- languaged communicative practices such as sew-
ing and drawing, skills at which Ulukhaktokmiut excel. This view of 
literacy, as monolingual f luency in the script of a national language such 
as English or French, dominates public discourse about literacy and insti-
tutional structures for literacy programs and research in Canada.

It was within this context that two proposals from Ulukhaktok—to 
offer literacy workshops in drum dancing and singing, as well as print-
making—were initially rejected. Emily Kudlak, the community language 
coordinator, asked, “Why is drum dancing and singing, or printmak-
ing not literacy?” (Balanoff, Chambers, & Kudlak, 2005). The authors, 
both from outside Ulukhaktok, together with Emily Kudlak and Alice 
Kaodloak, both Ulukahktokmiut, formed a research team who met with 
various community representatives to seek support for the project. We 
proposed to document elders’ knowledge of the pattern- languaged litera-
cies of Ulukahktokmiut, as well as their experiences learning those litera-
cies (Balanoff, Chambers, Kaodloak, & Kudlak, in press). The community 
approved the project because it proposed (1) to accrue economic benefits 
to Ulukhaktok and (2) to forestall the loss of pitquhiraluavut (our ways). 
Although formal protocol agreements were not negotiated (Brown & 
Peers, 2006), community representatives expressed confidence that the 
community’s interest would be protected by the ongoing participation of 
the local researchers.
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Planning for Participation

Cornwall and Jewkes (1995) suggest that even though “working with local 
people is far from easy” (p. 1673) there are principles, which if adhered 
to, ensure a project is more participatory than if conventional social sci-
ence research methods alone are used. However, the meaning and practice 
of participation, like other forms of indigenous knowledges, are “gener-
ated in the practices of locality” (Ingold & Kurttila, cited in Huntington, 
2005, p. 30); in other words, outside researchers, even when experienced, 
neither can nor should predetermine what participatory means or how 
it is practiced in a local context. In such contexts, it may be the attitude 
of the researchers, more than a set of research methods, that shapes how 
participatory a project actually becomes (Bishop, 1997, 1998; Cornwall & 
Jewkes, 1995). With knowledge of participatory research methods and a 
participatory attitude in hand, the authors planned for the ULRP “to be 
as participatory as possible, under the circumstances.”3

The authors of this chapter are both from outside Ulukhaktok: one 
a former northerner now teaching at a Canadian university, the other a 
thirty- five- year northern educator working with a territorial literacy orga-
nization. The local co- researchers (Weber- Pillwax, 2004) have expertise 
with pitquhiraluavut (our ways), f luency in Inuinnaqtun, prior experience 
working with outside researchers conducting studies in the community, 
as well as, ihuma or Ulukhaktokmiut social intelligence (Stern, 1999). 
These critical skills enabled Emily Kudlak and Alice Kaodloak to provide 
project leadership in the community and to manage and carry out the 
research within the community. In most research projects previously con-
ducted in Ulukhaktok the relationship between local “research assistants” 
and outside researchers (Fletcher, 2003, p. 52) has been primarily con-
tractual. In the ULRP, however, Emily and Alice function as researchers, 
refer to themselves as researchers, and are referred to in the community, 
as researchers.

PAR projects vary in how equitably research benefits and potential 
for participation in decision making is distributed among participants, 
particularly between outside researchers and local people. Four possible 
modes of participation from least to greatest are contractual, consultative, 
collaborative, and collegiate (Cornwall & Jewkes, 1995). In the contrac-
tual mode, outside researchers control the agenda and hire locals primar-
ily for specific, well- defined, nondiscretionary tasks. In the consultative 
mode, outside researchers seek local opinions, and perhaps political sup-
port, while retaining control and accruing most of the benefits of the 
research. In the collaborative mode, outside researchers work more closely 
with local people, while continuing to design, initiate, and manage the 
research. The ideal mode of participation, from a social justice standpoint, 
is collegiate where outside researchers and local people share a common 
purpose developed over an extended period of time. In a process of mutu-
ality, they work together, each willing to learn from and listen to the 
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other, and to contribute different skills to the common enterprise. Ideally, 
indigenous people “generate, analyse, represent, own and act on the infor-
mation” sought in the research, thus theoretically making such projects 
“participatory as well as participant- driven” (Bishop, 1998, p. 204). This 
seems very much like Brigg’s mode of collegiate participation.

The ULRP was designed to maximize meaningful participation and 
community ownership over the project. As Cornwall and Jewkes (1995) 
summarize,

Ultimately, participatory action research is about respecting and under-
standing the people with and for whom researchers work. It is about 
developing a realization that local people are knowledgeable and 
that they, together with researchers, can work towards analyses, and 
solutions. It involves recognizing the rights of those whom research 
concerns, enabling people to set their own agendas for research and 
development and so giving them ownership over the process. (p. 1674)

However, how participatory a PAR project is rarely “follows the smooth 
pathway” implied in theory (Cornwall & Jewkes, 1995, p. 1672) or 
described in practice. As mentioned earlier, ideal modes of participation 
cannot be attained simply through careful construction of a participa-
tory research design, or application of predetermined and prescriptive 
methodologies, not even with the saintly intentions of outside researchers 
(Rahnema, 1990). In the next section, we suggest this is so because par-
ticipatory research occurs within a larger sociopolitical and institutional 
topography, one that does not provide the social conditions necessary 
for nurturing ideal modes of participation. In particular, the underlying 
assumptions, policies, and practices of the state, and its institutions for 
social science research, militate against socially just and locally appropriate 
modes of participation.

The Effects of Inadequate and Unfair Distribution of 
Resources on How Participatory a PAR Project Is

Social justice has been equated with the “morally proper” distribution of 
social benefits such as material goods and resources, and social burdens 
among a society’s members (Young, 1990, pp. 15–16). Many contempo-
rary philosophers of justice believe that recognition of entitlement to scarce 
resources and the proper allocation of those resources among a society’s 
members are crucial to any understanding of social justice. In welfare cap-
italist states, like Canada, Young (1990) says, “public political dispute . . . is 
largely restricted to issues of taxation, and the allocation of public funds 
among competing social interests” (p. 19). Funding of research is part of 
this public debate in Canada: what constitutes legitimate social science 
research deserving of state funding? And, what constitute legitimate and 
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reasonable research costs? If social science research—its outcomes and state 
funds to support those outcomes—is a “dominant good” (Walzer cited in 
Young, 1990, p. 17), then a monopoly on that good, by state institutions 
and the research paradigms or ideologies that dominate their decision mak-
ing, is unjust. In the “distributive paradigm” (Young, 1990, p. 15), social 
justice demands a wider and more equitable distribution of the dominant 
good, whether that is money, land or resources for research.

In our experience, state policy and funding for community- based social 
science research in the North fails the fairness test. Even when research 
such as the ULRP receives state funding, the allocation of resources is 
not commensurate with the material needs and conditions of northern 
communities. Neither are those allocations appropriate relative to the 
resources required for projects to be participatory in ways that honor the 
practices of the communities where the research is situated. We offer four 
brief examples from the ULRP.

Building Research Capacity

First, institutions administering public social science research grants 
assume a hierarchy of merit and expertise. In this hierarchy, professional 
researchers mentor researchers- in- training and contribute to state goals to 
build research capacity through employment of undergraduate and grad-
uate students as research assistants. No Ulukhaktokmiut are attending 
southern universities at present; few people in the community have a bac-
calaureate degree, and none have a graduate degree (to our knowledge). 
Therefore, there is no cadre of Ulukhaktokmiut available for mentorship 
through on- campus research assistantships. Besides, we believe that it is 
Ulukhaktokmiut ways of participating that must be expressed, utilized, 
socially recognized, and expanded through the social processes of the 
research. Therefore, it is training in being Ulukhaktokmiut that is essen-
tial to the research rather than training in Western social science research 
methods. Thus true research capacity building in northern communi-
ties means supporting Ulukhaktokmiut to participate in social science 
research in ways appropriate to Ulukhaktokmiut. As Young (1990) sug-
gests, socially just participation means opportunities for groups, typically 
subordinated by asymmetrical relations of power, to develop and exercise 
their own capacities (for research) and to express their own experiences 
(and how those might be part of a research agenda). This means creating 
the conditions whereby community people can determine what actions 
constitute research and research methods in Ulukhaktok, and the condi-
tions of those actions, in that context.

Basic Research Infrastructure

There is little or no research infrastructure within northern indigenous 
communities, such as Ulukhaktok. For example, the Quonset hut where 
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the project is housed is only available through the goodwill of the local 
community government in cooperation with a regional cultural organiza-
tion. Even then, the building is periodically without water and sewer and 
other amenities; and the project has few basic office supplies such as print-
ing paper and ink.4 Participation requires sustained communication and 
interaction among members of a research team, some of whom may live 
thousands of kilometers away. Although technology can facilitate virtual 
participation in between face- to- face meetings, most northern commu-
nities have neither the technology nor the broadband capacity to facilitate 
sustained communication through such technologies. Nor do they have 
the infrastructure to sustain maintenance and upgrading of such tech-
nology. This means that meaningful and sustained participation among 
research team members is restricted to conference calls (where local prac-
tices of participation may be audible but they are invisible) and air travel. 
Lack of basic research infrastructure in the North disadvantages participa-
tory research. First, it makes it more difficult for northern PAR projects 
to compete for grants against professionals at universities with preexisting 
research infrastructure. Second, lack of funds for basic research infrastruc-
ture inhibits and constrains opportunities for a project to be maximally 
participatory. Social science research for northern indigenous commu-
nities needs facilities and technological infrastructure funding such as is 
available to natural scientists through research institutions such as NSERC 
(Natural Science and Engineering Research Council) in Canada and the 
National Science Foundation in the United States.

Face- to- Face Participation

State institutions allow expenditures for travel under tightly framed con-
ditions of legitimacy. However, current funding parameters and envelopes 
(i.e., total maximums for specific programs) suggest blatant ignorance of 
basic facts about northern geography, as well as social and economic con-
ditions: the distances to be travelled, and the time and costs involved. 
Airfare in the arctic is expensive, perhaps exorbitant; yet, it is the only 
efficient means of travel between many northern communities, and the 
only means of travel between arctic communities.5 Given that profes-
sional researchers are required by the state to direct and manage research, 
a matter we will turn to later, and given that the ideal mode of being par-
ticipatory in the North is direct, face- to- face meetings, insufficient funds 
for air travel and accommodation seriously inhibit conditions necessary 
for sustained participation in community- based social science research in 
the North.

Traversing the Linguistic Terrain

Fourth, state programs for social science research in Canada do not allo-
cate sufficient resources for participatory research teams to traverse the 
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arduous and complex linguistic terrain of cross- generational research in 
northern indigenous communities. Given state constructions of indigene-
ity, as difference within national homogeneity (Ingold, 2000), in Canada 
and in particular the NWT, indigenous languages are still considered a 
public good. A small percentage of limited state resources are expended 
to facilitate continued use and survival of the nine official indigenous lan-
guages in the territory. Federal research institutions allocate few resources 
for translation between indigenous languages and one of the official 
national languages; nor do they provide sufficient funds for conducting 
research in an indigenous language. Ideally, participatory research proj-
ects in northern indigenous communities ought to be conducted in the 
language(s) of the community at every stage of the research: to frame the 
research question; initiate and set the research agenda; and produce, con-
struct, represent, and mobilize the knowledge. However, the language of 
empire, English—both in its standard dialectal variation (propagated by 
institutions such as schools) and in its localized dialectical variation (every-
day colloquial speech)—continues to occlude the indigenous languages. 
And communities like Ulukhaktok may have speakers of more than one 
indigenous language. These linguistic complexities call into question a 
single, authoritative, and authentic standard of speech. Alphabetic systems 
for writing indigenous languages introduced by missionaries complicate 
the oral and aural variations of language use. Sometimes old and new 
orthographies for indigenous languages compete, but ironically a pau-
city of print materials, in either system, makes standardization of writing 
somewhat moot but still problematic for all stages of research.

Conducting participatory research in northern communities requires 
continual translation among languages, dialects, modalities, and dis-
courses. Elders speak in the old language, which middle- aged research-
ers exert enormous effort to translate into English vernacular; outside 
researchers communicate with local researchers (both of whom come 
from differing interpretive communities and discourses within the con-
tact zone) to interpret the translations; and the team as a whole struggles 
with the questions of what language (or dialect), discourse, and modality 
is the best in which to communicate with each other, the community, and 
the outside world, about the research. Researchers translate translations of 
translations, and interpret interpretations of interpretations (Nagy, 2006). 
Then they must translate these interpretations into discourse compre-
hensible to funders (Ryan, 1994), and other constituencies who call for 
their allegiances. Thus in the North, research, researchers, communities, 
and results are easily lost in translation (Hoffman, 1990). For indigenous 
community- based research projects, such as the ULRP, to aspire to ideal 
modes of participation, nation states need to recognize indigenous lan-
guages as part of the dominant good (for the entire nation state not sim-
ply for the speakers), and as worthy of receiving just allocations of state 
resources to make possible use of those languages for public activities such 
as research.
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In summary, within the northern, and (post)colonial context, the pos-
sibilities for unfair distribution of resources is always present. Inadequate 
allocation of resources to research in northern indigenous communities 
constrains participation, and thus compromises the capacity of PAR proj-
ects to be socially just either in the social processes of the research or in 
its outcomes. In the next section, we extend the discussion beyond the 
distributive paradigm to how public policy and institutional discourses 
enframe social science research as professional work, thus inhibiting even 
more extensively the full and meaningful participation of indigenous 
groups in research done in their communities. We turn our attention to 
potential for abuses of power within the social processes of research, par-
ticularly when professionals and their institutions wield power unavailable 
to individuals and communities in the Canadian North.

Beyond the Distributive Paradigm: Power and Participation

Many contemporary liberal social theorists equate justice with the morally 
proper distribution of social benefits such as material goods and resources. 
However, efforts to redistribute goods that ignore the structural relations, 
which give rise to the underlying inequities, will not alone create social 
justice. While fairness in distribution of wealth is important for meeting 
the material needs of a society, extending the distributive paradigm from 
goods to social power is problematic (Young, 1990). Treating power like 
stuff assumes that it can be distributed in greater or lesser amounts much 
like money. Also the distributive paradigm places power with individu-
als, so individuals redistribute goods to individuals. These ideas however 
obscure the fact that “power is a relation” that exists “only in action” 
(Foucault cited in Young, 1990, p. 32). Power is not a thing that can be 
possessed by individuals and redistributed like goods. Young (1990) argues 
that individual agents—such as police, teachers, or researchers—only have 
institutionalized power over another if their actions are supported by a 
larger network of practices of power, such as a judicial or school system, 
or a national government research program. Therefore, in contemporary 
Western societies “widely dispersed persons are agents of power without 
‘having’ it, or even being privileged” (p. 33) within those societies. Thus, 
social power is more than possessing and consuming. Therefore, there 
is social justice when persons have the opportunities to be “doers and 
actors” (Young, 1990, p. 37), in social arenas that are meaningful to them. 
Framed this way, socially just participation is

learning and using satisfying and expansive skills in socially recog-
nized settings; participating in forming and running institutions, and 
receiving recognition for such participation; playing and communi-
cating with others, and expressing our experiences, feelings, and per-
spective on social life in contexts where others can listen. (p. 37)
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While social justice is the realization of these values, social conditions, and 
institutional arrangements that constrain these capacities for participa-
tion are unjust. For Young (1990), two social conditions define injustice: 
oppression and domination. Oppression is the “institutional constraint 
on self- development,” and domination is the “institutional constraint on 
self- determination” (p. 37). In this view, social justice is the realization of 
opportunities to participate meaningfully in social life; and social injustice 
is institutional constraint on those opportunities.

Who Has the Brains?

If inadequate and improper allocation of resources constrains the capac-
ity of a project to be participatory, research institutions also constrain 
the capacity of indigenous groups to self- develop and to self- determine 
in the context of social science research. The policies and programs of 
granting agencies, such as the Social Sciences and Humanities Research 
Council (SSHRC) in Canada, insist that professional academics provide 
intellectual direction to social science research. Grant applications, which 
involve collaboration with nonacademic constituents, require evidence 
that a professional intellectual will direct the research and evidence of 
their competency to do so. Even in those SSHRC grants designated for 
Aboriginal research, the assumption remains that professional researchers 
will direct the project intellectually, although preference may be given to 
indigenous professionals. The reverse underlying assumption is notewor-
thy: intellectual direction for social science research is beyond the capacity 
of nonprofessional, nonacademic indigenous constituents. This is highly 
problematic for projects such as the one in Ulukhaktok where the very 
quest is for the intellectual material—that is pitquhiraluavut (our ways)—
whose competency is called into question by these arrangements.

Who Has the Money?

Along the same nexus is financial accountability. State institutions that fund 
research dictate salaries, timelines, and reporting procedures. Moreover, 
these institutions require professional researchers, and their affiliated insti-
tutions, to hold and administer the grants, and thus by default “manage” 
the research agenda. These structural arrangements are in stark contrast to 
community ownership of research or indigenous peoples’ understanding 
of participatory that assumes that

attempts at developing symmetrical dialogue move beyond efforts 
to gather “data” and move towards mutual, symmetrical, dialogic 
construction of meaning, within appropriate culturally constituted 
contexts, [where] the voice of research participants is heard, and their 
agency is facilitated. (Bishop, 1998, p. 208)

9780230615137ts07.indd   839780230615137ts07.indd   83 7/13/2009   12:06:32 PM7/13/2009   12:06:32 PM



Cynthia M. Chambers & Helen Balanoff84

Community- based organizations, without going through onerous and 
lengthy procedures to be approved by the state (in Canada, the Treasury 
Board) to administer grants, must rely on an institutional partner to apply 
for and manage the grant. The assumption underlying these structural 
arrangements is that nonprofessional constituents, particularly northern 
indigenous communities and organizations, are incapable of being fis-
cally responsible. Ironically, these demands for professional control over 
research are present even when specific grant programs require pro-
fessional researchers to partner with community agencies and groups. 
This suggests state formulations of what partnership means when it is 
between professionals backed by public institutions (like universities) 
and  nonprofessionals from indigenous communities and organizations. 
In these contexts, collaborative and partnership—highly potent terms in 
contemporary state discourses about social science research—really mean 
contractual or consultative rather than collegiate.

Who Is on Top?

Institutional policies on funding arrangements for community- based 
research both assume and reinforce underlying class relations and a hierar-
chy of labor. Professionals (and the middle class) are privileged in relation 
to nonprofessionals (and the working class). This hierarchy of labor con-
strains participation, particularly around decision making, in the taskscape 
(Ingold, 2000). AsYoung (1990) writes, “A hierarchical division of labor 
that separates task- defining from task- executing work enacts domination, 
and produces or reinforces at least three forms of oppression: exploitation, 
powerlessness, and cultural imperialism” (p. 12).

Exploitation is the unequal distribution of resources, which “is group 
based and structurally persistent” (Ackerman cited in Young, 1990, p. 52). 
It involves a steady “transfer of the results of the labor of one social group 
to benefit another” (Young, 1990, p. 49). Research- funding institutions 
allocate more resources and decision- making power to the professional 
class than the nonprofessional class, who in northern communities also 
happen to be indigenous. As long as national publicly funded research 
institutions and programs insist the research dollars (financial benefits) 
and the intellectual direction (power and control) remain in the tight 
grip of academics and their institutions, professional researchers affili-
ated with universities will continue to expand their careers and exper-
tise, to accrue autonomy and respectability, and to make more money 
than contracted local nonprofessionals. Social justice requires “the reor-
ganization of institutions and the practices of decision- making” (p. 53); 
in other words, social justice requires a different meaning and practice 
of participatory, one that is neither hierarchical nor class or race- based. 
This means reexamining what is at stake when funders of social science 
research assume a social division of labor between “those who plan and 
those who execute” (p. 58).
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Whose Story and How Will It Be Told?

In the case of northern PAR projects, such as the ULRP, exploitation and 
powerlessness are potentially exacerbated by colonial constructions of race, 
where the community is almost always indigenous and the outside research-
ers typically are not. Although not specifically racist in their discourse, 
institutional funding arrangements for social science research, described 
earlier, are marked by what Young (1990) calls cultural imperialism. In this 
form of asymmetrical relations of power, the dominant group universal-
izes its own knowledge practices, and establishes them as the norm, while 
marking groups subordinated by these arrangements as Other, and their 
practices and cultural products as remarkable, different and, particularly 
in educational contexts, deficient. Through these arrangements indigenous 
peoples have been objects of study rather than agents of research, subjects of 
study to which knowledge is applied (by others), rather than agents actively 
generating knowledge themselves. Thus, discourse and practices generated 
from outside indigenous communities enframe what constitutes problems 
for those communities, for example literacy, success, and fiscal responsibil-
ity, as well as what solutions for those same problems might be and how they 
might look. The language, voice, and media of the products of research must 
be recognizable to the funders as outcomes or deliverables. This militates 
against indigenous discursive practices and modes of representation as con-
stituting legitimate and sufficient products of research. One consequence 
of this intellectual imperialism is that while the products of social science 
research are normalized as knowledge, the products of research with indig-
enous communities are differentiated as perhaps downgraded to culture.

Conclusions

Indigenous communities in the Canadian North face numerous barriers 
to exercising their capacity to participate fully in all stages and aspects of 
research in their communities: lack of basic research infrastructure, prohib-
itive operating and travel costs, and complex and difficult linguistic terrain, 
all of which complicate and constrain participation, particularly between 
local and outside researchers. The state fortifies these barriers with federal 
requirements that professionals, academics affiliated with research institu-
tions approved to administer state research grants, provide the intellectual 
direction for, and fiscal management of, the research, as well as assume 
responsibility for products and outcomes. When outside nonaborigi-
nal researchers work with northern indigenous communities, these state 
conditions enframe the activities of participation of the research team. 
They assume and reinforce a hierarchical division of labor that separates 
the team into those that define tasks and those that execute them, which 
in the North also often divides power along lines of race and language. 
These institutional assumptions, and the funding arrangements they legiti-
mate, constrain the capacity of indigenous communities to determine what 
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participation means for research in their community and how it shall be 
practised; and they constrain the capacity of indigenous communities to 
develop their own research agenda, as well as their own legitimate and 
appropriate research methods based in pitquhiraluavut (our ways) or in “prac-
tices of locality” (Ingold & Kurttila, cited in Huntington, 2005, p. 30).

Social science needs to be socially just in its processes as well as its 
outcomes. In the Canadian North, this means that state institutions for 
funding social science research must provide the necessary resources as 
well as the social conditions and the institutional arrangements necessary 
to ensure meaningful and maximal participation of indigenous communi-
ties in research, particularly in research in their communities and spheres 
of nurture (Ingold, 2000). An important first step will be to recognize 
that activities of participation in indigenous communities are not exotic 
cultural practices or explicit sets of protocols amenable to translation and 
export. Neither are they deficiencies demanding remediation or erasure. 
Rather how a people participate in the world where they dwell with oth-
ers is knowledge and their activities of participation are the knowledge 
practices generated within, appropriate to, and necessary for, that locale. A 
socially just state program for research would provide the necessary social 
conditions for locally appropriate forms and ways of being participatory; it 
would support the practice of pitquhiraluavut (our ways) as knowledge pres-
ervation, generation, and creation. A necessary second step would be to 
make possible the exchange of this knowledge and these practices among 
northern indigenous communities and beyond. In this way, the benefits 
of knowing how to participate with each other in particular places will 
hopefully translate beyond research and past the circumstances of the 
local, to all northerners and southerners and the places they call home.

Notes

1. Ulukhaktok means “there are many good rocks to make ulu.” (Collignon, 2006, p. 9); an ulu is a 
woman’s knife with a semicircular blade. Originally named Holman, the community was offi-
cially renamed Ulukhaktok on April 1, 2006.

2. Most of the Inuinnait (a collective noun for twenty- one Inuit groups indigenous to the Central 
Arctic) who now live in Ulukhaktok are either Kangiryuarmiut (“people of the big bay,” i.e., 
Prince Albert Sound) or Kangiryuaqtiarmiut (“people of the smaller bay,” i.e., Minto Inlet) (see 
Collignon, 2006).

3. This is a play on “as Canadian as possible under the circumstances,” one definition of what it 
means to be Canadian (Chambers, 2003).

4. Supplies are purchased locally at inf lated costs (e.g., a ream of paper costs $19), or shipped in as 
air freight, also very expensive.

5. Return airfare from Yellowknife NWT to Ulukhaktok is $2200 CND.

References

Absolon, K., & Willett, C. (2004). Aboriginal research: Berry picking and hunting in the 21st 
 century. First Peoples Child & Family Review: A Journal on Innovation and Best Practices in Aboriginal 
Children Welfare Administration, Research, Policy and Practice, 1(1), 5–17.

9780230615137ts07.indd   869780230615137ts07.indd   86 7/13/2009   12:06:32 PM7/13/2009   12:06:32 PM



Translating “Participation” 87

Balanoff, H., Chambers, C. M., & Kudlak, E. (2005). Do my literacies count as literacy? An inquiry 
into Inuinnaqtun literacies in the Canadian North. Literacies, Research in Practice, Practising 
Research, 6, 18–20.

Balanoff, H., Chambers, C. M., Kaodloak, A., & Kudlak, E. (in press). “This is the way we were 
told”: Multiple literacies in Ulukhaktok, Northwest Territories. In M. Therrien & B. Collignon 
(Eds.), Proceedings of the 15th Annual Inuit Studies Conference, Paris, France.

Bishop, R. (1997). Maori people’s concerns about research into their lives. History of Education 
Review, 26, 25–41.

———. (1998). Freeing ourselves from neo- colonial domination in research: A Maori approach to 
creating knowledge. Qualitative Studies in Education, 11(2), 199–219.

Brown, A. K., & Peers, L. L., with members of the Kainai Nation (2006). Pictures bring us messages 
Sinaakssiiksi Aohtsimaahpihkookiyaawa: Photographs and histories from the Kainai Nation. 
Toronto: University of Toronto Press.

Chambers, C. (2003). As Canadian as possible under the circumstances: A view of contemporary 
curriculum discourses in Canada. In W. Pinar (Ed.), Handbook of international curriculum research 
(pp. 221–252). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.

Chambers, C., & Hasebe- Ludt E., with Leggo, C., Oberg, A., Donald, D., & Hurren, W. (2007). 
Métissage. In J. G. Knowles, & A. Cole (Eds.), Handbook of the arts in qualitative research: Perspectives, 
methodologies, examples and issues (pp. 141–154). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Collignon, B. (2006). Knowing places: The Inuinnait, landscapes and the environment (L. W. Muller-
 Wille, Trans.): Canadian Circumpolar Institute. Edmonton, Canada.

Cornwall, A., & Jewkes, R. (1995). What is participatory research? Social Science and Medicine, 
41(12), 1667–1676.

Fletcher, C. (2003). Community- based participatory research relationships with Aboriginal com-
munities in Canada: An overview of context and process. Pimatisiwin: A Journal of Aboriginal and 
Indigenous Community Health, 1(1), 28–62.

Heshusius, L. (1994). Freeing ourselves from objectivity: Managing subjectivity or turning toward 
a participatory mode of consciousness? Educational Researcher, 23(3), 15–22.

Hoffman, E. (1990). Lost in translation. New York: Penguin.
Huntington, H. P. (2005). “We dance around in a ring and suppose”: Academic engagement with 

traditional knowledge. Arctic Anthropology, 42(1), 29–32.
Kritsch, I. (2002). The Gwich’in traditional caribou skin clothing project: Repatriating traditional 

knowledge and skills. Arctic, 55(2), 205–210.
Legat, A. (1995). Participatory action research in Rae Lakes, NWT: The traditional government 

project. In NWT Diamonds Project environmental impact statement: Volume I—Appendices / BHP 
Diamonds Inc. and DIA MET Minerals Ltd. Vancouver, BC: BHP.

Lionnet, F. (1989). Autobiographical voices: Race, gender and self- portraiture. Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University Press.

Nagy, M. (2006). Time, space and memory. In P. Stern, & L. Stevenson (Eds.), Critical Inuit studies: 
An anthology of contemporary arctic ethnography. Lincoln: University of Nebraska.

Pratt, M. L. (1992). Imperial eyes: Traveling writing and transculturation. New York: Routledge.
Rabesca, M., Romie, D., Blackduck, R., Zoe, S., Legat, A., Johnson, M., & Ryan, J. (1993). Participatory 

action research workshop. Presented at Human Dimensions of Northern Research, Arctic College, Fort 
Smith, October 2. Retrieved from http://136.159.147.171/scripts/minisa.dll/627/2/11?RECLIST

Rahnema, M. (1990). Participatory action research: The “last temptations of saint” development. 
Alternatives, XV, 199–226.

Rasmussen, D. (2000). Our life out of balance: The rise of literacy and the demise of pattern lan-
guage. ENCOUNTER: Education for Meaning and Social Justice, 13(2), 13–21.

Ryan, J. (1994). Traditional Dene medicine: Part one report. Calgary, AB, Hay River, NT, Lac La 
Martre: Arctic Institute of North America, Dene Cultural Institute, Lac La Martre Band.

———. (1995). Doing things the right way: Traditional justice in Lac La Martre, N.W.T. Calgary, AB: 
Arctic Institute of North America.

Sinclair, R. (March, 2003). PAR and Aboriginal epistemology: A really good fit. Retrieved from 
Aboriginal & Indigenous Social Work, Special Topics http://www.aboriginalsocialwork.ca/ special_
topics/par/epistemology.htm

9780230615137ts07.indd   879780230615137ts07.indd   87 7/13/2009   12:06:32 PM7/13/2009   12:06:32 PM



Cynthia M. Chambers & Helen Balanoff88

Sissons, J. (2006). First peoples, first cultures and their futures. London, UK: Reaktion Books.
Stern, P. (1999). Learning to be smart: An exploration of the culture of intelligence in a Canadian 

Inuit community. American Anthropologist, 101(3), 502–514.
Thorpe, N., Hakongak, N., Eyegetok, S., & the Kitikmeot Elders. (2001). Thunder on the tundra: 

Inuit Qaujimajatuqangit of the Bathurst caribou. Vancouver, BC: Tuktu and Nogak Project.
Watkins, M. (Ed.). (1977). Dene nation, colony within. Toronto: University of Toronto Press.
Weber- Pillwax, C. (2004). Indigenous researchers and indigenous research methods: Cultural 

inf luences or cultural determinants of research methods. Pimatisiwin: A Journal of Aboriginal and 
Indigenous Community Health, 2(1), 77–90.

Young, I. M. (1990). Justice and the politics of difference. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

9780230615137ts07.indd   889780230615137ts07.indd   88 7/13/2009   12:06:32 PM7/13/2009   12:06:32 PM



C H A P T E R  S E V E N

Action Research for Curriculum Internationalization: 
Education versus Commercialization

Robin McTaggart & Gina Curró

Participatory Action Research as Social Practice

Participatory action research (PAR), more than a research methodology 
(Carr, 2006), brings people together to ref lect and act on their own social 
practices to make them more coherent, just, rational, informed, satisfying, 
and sustainable. PAR involves groups of people working together on a 
thematic concern (Kemmis & McTaggart, 1988) that arises in their prac-
tice. Kemmis and McTaggart (2005) described public spheres, where peo-
ple gather to develop shared understandings about the issues they confront 
and how to address them. It is not usually research per se that engages 
people, but working together, changing their practice in informed and 
responsible ways, developing concepts for discussing their work and col-
laborating differently with colleagues.

PAR involves studying, articulating, and extending another social 
practice simultaneously. Analysis of the subpractices of PAR illustrates 
its integration with another consonant activity worthy of the name prac-
tice (Schatzki, 1996). In this sense, PAR is a practice- changing practice 
(Kemmis 2007, October). The subpractices include

research conducted by participants around shared concerns arising  ●

in their practice, research designed to inform action by participants, 
conceived differently from conventional research but sharing some 
aspirations—the objectification of experience (leading to the exten-
sion of the critical theorems in Habermas’s [1974] terms);
self- ref lection by participants about their concerns arising from the  ●

practice—disciplining subjectivity in the affective sense (leading to 
the organization of enlightenment);
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self- ref lection by participants about what to do in their respective  ●

situations—disciplining subjectivity in the political or agential sense; 
(the conduct of the political struggle); and
collaboration among participants that makes these activities possible,  ●

disciplining the community of practice engaged in PAR, and chang-
ing practice (formation of public spheres in Habermas’s [1996] terms).

The commercial impulse to recruit international students threatens to 
outrun educational aspirations for cross- cultural dialogue, critique, and 
collaboration. We aim to provide specific concepts to contest antiedu-
cational values expressed by the neoliberal ideology of transnationalism 
(Lindblad & Popkewitz, 2004; Rapley, 2004; Rizvi, 2004). We argue 
that PAR among professors1 for curriculum internationalization means 
changing: (1) communicative practices (language, symbols, and other 
representations of teaching), (2) organizational practices (relationships 
among teachers and learners), and (3) work practices (teaching, manage-
ment, teacher education, and evaluation) (Kemmis & McTaggart, 2000). 
Educational change emerges in public spheres (Kemmis & McTaggart, 
2005) created by participants to generate communicative space. We 
describe curriculum internationalization at technical, practical, and crit-
ical levels (Carr & Kemmis, 1986; Habermas, 1974, 1987) to provide a 
heuristic for people changing their practices.

Public spheres provide forums for disciplining changes in educational 
work, but universities must create the conditions for informed and col-
lective ref lective practice. Internationalization must explore how (1) pro-
fessors and support professionals learn from each other; (2) curriculum, 
teaching, and learning in classrooms develop; (3) organizational practices 
evolve; and (4) research, evaluation, and theorizing practices inform and 
inf luence teaching and learning. Participants need to consider the inter-
actions between these practices and individual subjectivity (skills, values, 
understandings), social structures (culture, economy, political life), and 
social media (language, work, power). Changes fundamental to curricu-
lum and PAR are expressed in all these domains.

A Thematic Concern: Internationalization of Curriculum

A thematic concern describes inchoate dissatisfactions that bring people 
together. Dissatisfactions are articulated, understood, and felt more deeply 
through dialogue. Internationalization exemplifies educational concern, 
becoming an institutional commitment long before professors compre-
hend its impact. It troubles professors whenever university management 
pleads commercial necessity before considering educational commitments. 
Issues include the following:

(1) Ethnocentric interpretations of the capacities of students whose 
f irst language is not (standard) English: Some professors believe 
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that Confucian Heritage Culture (CHC) students are rote learn-
ers. However, CHC students perform better than Australian 
peers on assessment tasks that require signif icant mastery of deep 
learning. CHC students cooperate in spontaneous learning groups 
in preparation for assessment tasks. Compared with competi-
tive and individualistic styles where students do not share feed-
back, cooperative learning enhances student achievement (Boud, 
Cohen, & Sampson, 2001; Ho & Chiu, 1994; Ramsden, 2003; 
Watkins & Biggs, 1996). CHC learning approaches lead to deep 
learning, not just rote learning (Kember, 2000; Watkins & Biggs, 
2001). Still, academic performance of CHC learners is ignored in 
favour of simplistic generalizations about their propensity for rote 
learning.

(2) Plagiarism allegations directed at students whose first language is 
not English: This is immensely controversial with blame too eas-
ily attributed to students. Entry levels for English competency 
are set low, rarely meeting language and writing requirements of 
courses. Competence for undergraduate entry is usually considered 
to be about IELTS level 6.5. Undergraduate proficiency generally 
requires an IELTS around nine. IELTS authors estimate that a gain 
of 0.5 in level requires one hundred hours of instruction from spe-
cialist teachers. Rarely does this happen.

Challenges facing international students for whom English is a 
second language are well documented, but support programmes 
for students remain patchy and poorly integrated in curriculum. 
Formal qualif ications and teaching expertise to develop language 
skills in the students’ disciplines are thinly spread. Inadequate 
practice persists despite documented success of integrated genre 
approaches in second language learning (Cargill, Cadman, & 
McGowan, 2001; Swales 1990, 2004; Swales & Feak, 1994). 
Accordingly, the required rates of improvement are unrealistic. 
Language support for students also lags behind punitive practices 
to curb plagiarism (Lindsay, 2008). Predictable concerns about 
English f luency of graduates have emerged (Birrell, 2006; Bretag, 
2007).

(3) Impact of neoliberalism and economic rationalist culture (Pusey, 
1991), the performativity problem in working lives of professors: 
Australian education is beset by a discourse of outcomes2 and their 
measurement as indices of quality, intensifying the performativity 
culture (Altbach, 1991, Keenoy, 2004; Marshall, 1999; Vidovich & 
Porter, 1999). Professors perceive students from different language 
backgrounds as yet another demand in increasingly monitored 
lives. Professors are not just feeling overloaded, but hostage to “the 
intensification of world- wide social relations” (Giddens, 1990, 
p. 15). Discomfiture is compounded by contradiction: globalization 
impedes education for globalization.
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Professors are also told that simple measures of quality are necessary 
for competitive markets to function properly (Brown, 2007). This ide-
ology militates against ref lective work on curriculum internationaliza-
tion, despite international, national, and university policy and advocacy 
(Aulakh, Brady, Dunwoodie, Perry, Roff, & Steward, 1997; Butorac, 
1997; Haarlov, 1997; Hooper, Garnett, Walsh, Vicziany, Rizvi, & Webb, 
1999; IDP Education Australia, 1995; OECD, 1994; Rizvi, 2000). Still, 
there may be communicative space for people dissatisfied with progress on 
authentic internationalization: Leask (2001) reports glowingly about her 
university’s progress. Activist professionalism (Avis, 2005) may yet express 
postperformativity.

Whatever the motives of advocates, internationalization is destined 
to concern professors. To support changes in practice among professors 
and other university professionals, we present a heuristic derived from 
the literatures of internationalization, curriculum, and PAR. The heu-
ristic recognizes that institutional context and daily interactions between 
learners, teachers, and curriculum resources matter. It follows that the 
key change agents are professors as the primary community of practice 
(Wenger, 1998). Professors are not implementers of internationalization, 
but creators of it over time, with support from policy, other professionals, 
and students.

Internationalization implies curriculum change in two ways:

(1) making the curriculum more engaging and relevant for students 
from cultures different from that of the university and

(2) preparing students from many cultures to live and work in settings 
different from the university’s home culture.

Internationalization affects all fields of university study in some way. 
Many fields are affected explicitly by an inf lux of international students, 
on- campus, online, and offshore. Most universities enrol students from 
increasingly diverse cultural backgrounds. Accordingly, students have 
different expectations about relationships between teacher and learner, 
knowledge and authority, critique and disrespect, and buyer and seller. 
Universities also have domestic students needing help to develop the skills, 
understandings, and values necessary to work in organizations, systems, 
and communities different from those they know.

Cross- cultural issues apply even where non- Western students attend 
Australian universities to learn the dominant scientific and technological 
discourses that define Western culture. It cannot be argued that no change 
is necessary because science or technology is universal. All knowledge is 
reinterpreted in particular contexts, and workplaces; customs and indus-
trial laws fall well short of global uniformity. The location, shape, pur-
pose, and scale of a bridge are aesthetic, social, and cultural matters, not 
merely engineering problems. All disciplines derive from diverse global 
traditions and any disciplinary resource for university education should 
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recognize that historical, cultural, and material formation. No discipline 
is exempt from the need to ref lect and change. Social technologies such 
as enrolment procedures too should heed expectations of students from 
different cultures.

Obviously professors are changing aspects of their teaching most of the 
time, but this would not yet be a form of PAR. Not all changes in practice 
are informed by relevant theory, exemplary cases, and collective inquiry 
in the situation. Justifiable changes in practice involve working with col-
leagues, responding to the disciplines of data, knowledge of teaching, and 
prudence in deciding how to improve. Orlando Fals- Borda (1979) called 
participatory research investigating reality in order to transform it. Later, 
he affirmed the importance of the complementary phrase transforming 
reality in order to investigate it (Fals- Borda, 1989). Freire (1982) argued 
that the only way of creating alternative research methods, meaning PAR, 
was learning to do it by doing it.

Changing a practice becomes PAR when approaches consistent with 
the literatures of the field, innovation, change, and critical social science 
are used. More justifiable practices imply theoretically informed ways 
of transforming them. Internationalization takes time and can occur 
at different levels of engagement. It begins with matter- of- fact techni-
cal changes, often educationally unsatisfying. Communities of practice 
expand among professors acting on their dissatisfactions, embarking on a 
continuum from technical observance, through practical deliberation and 
deeper participation, toward critically ref lective practice.

Direction for Internationalization—From Technical 
Observance to Critical Ref lection

Technical observance of a commitment to internationalization is illus-
trated by an emphasis on

(1) recruiting more international students,
(2) employing staff with international backgrounds and experience,
(3) using international examples in curricula,
(4) adding support services to help students survive, and
(5) seeing “poor” English as a clinical condition requiring remedy.

In the technical view, internationalization is an add on. Students are 
meant to adapt to the university expectations, inviting cultural imperial-
ism and viewing students from a deficit, ethnocentric perspective (Biggs, 
2003; Volet, 1999). Education involves submitting to the authority of 
legitimated texts; there is cultural reproduction in all education. However, 
university education also involves cultural production, requiring a dialec-
tical relationship between text and learner, teacher and taught, milieu 
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and student. International education means recreation of globalization as 
social practices to build humane transcultural lives by renegotiating the 
practices of

(1) curriculum, teaching and learning, and learning support,
(2) organization and administration as the context for social relations,
(3) staff development (academic and general), and
(4) research into, and evaluation of, curriculum, teaching and learning, 

and learning support.

The goal of this renegotiation has three elements (Rizvi, 2000). First, 
it implies a curriculum that equips students to critique and engage the 
knowledge economy; to understand local and global inf luences on knowl-
edge production, distribution, and use. Second, curriculum must draw 
on the global plurality of knowledge sources, links, and inf luences to 
encourage local use and global participation. Student understanding must 
be extended by global imagination. Third, universities must illustrate 
their distinctiveness as social institutions by valuing openness, tolerance, 
and cosmopolitanism, creating an inventive learning ethos, engaging cul-
tural differences, and developing perspectives that allow comparisons and 
critique. In short, internationalization involves reviewing and changing 
most things a university does.

Change may begin with some practices at the technical level, partly 
because universities have much to learn about educating internationally. 
A serious educational problem arises if practices remain at a technical 
level. From the critical perspective, technical procedures are only accept-
able as developmental steps toward critically ref lective practices. Vigilance 
is necessary to ensure that development moves the university toward an 
authentically critical internationalist view of itself. Liberal ideas like cul-
tural sensitivity may despatch racism, but still denote otherness whereas 
cultural inclusiveness ref lects confidence, reciprocity, and critique to 
create inclusive curriculum. It means including people, and also includ-
ing different cultural perspectives in the curriculum, attempting to con-
struct dialogue between cultures that does not homogenize, denigrate or 
romanticize them.

How do professors decide their preferences in international inclusive, 
critical curriculum practice? What is the content of their conversations? 
At the individual level, changing teaching and curriculum involves three 
basic areas. Professors need new skills. They also need new understand-
ings to justify different curriculum content and teaching practices, and 
revised values to articulate and guide their work. These extend exist-
ing repertoires and emerge through interaction with university and dis-
cipline colleagues. How do we inform and examine those changes at 
the individual level? How do we help people to see their practices in 
different ways?
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Concepts from PAR

Kemmis and McTaggart (2000, 2005) provide a framework useful for the 
internationalization of pedagogy. Practice can be viewed in several ways:

(1) the individual performances, events, and effects that constitute 
practice as it is viewed from the “objective,” external perspective of 
an outsider (how the practitioner’s individual behaviour appears to 
an outside observer);

(2) the wider social and material conditions and interactions that con-
stitute practice as it is viewed from the objective, external perspec-
tive of an outsider (how the patterns of social interaction among 
those involved in the practice appear to an outside observer);

(3) the intentions, meanings, and values that constitute practice as it 
is viewed from the “subjective,” internal perspective of individual 
practitioners themselves (the way individual practitioners’ inten-
tional actions appear to them as individual cognitive subjects);

(4) the language, discourses, and traditions that constitute practice 
as it is viewed from the subjective, internal social perspective of 
members of the participants’ own discourse community who must 
represent (describe, interpret, evaluate) practices in order to talk 
about and develop them, as happens, for example, in the discourse 
communities of professions (how the language of practice appears 
to communities of practitioners as they represent their practices to 
themselves and others); and

(5) the change and evolution of practice, considering all four of the 
aspects of practice just mentioned, that comes into view when it is 
understood as ref lexively restructured and transformed over time, 
in its historical dimension.

The first four of these lead to familiar research approaches and techniques. 
Our interest is the fifth perspective that creates challenges by being more 
than a research approach—reconstitution of practice through informed 
human agency. The goal is the immediate and continuing betterment of 
practice rather than merely being informed about practice. Since chang-
ing practice is the focus, we must put ourselves into the workplace and 
consider what kinds of information we and others might need. We need 
to take into account not just what people might think about the current 
situation, but how they might respond if we begin to initiate changes. 
This requires an understanding of individual views and shared social 
understandings. Even objectively established facts such as the number of 
students who speak languages other than English in a class will involve 
different subjective reactions. The individual, social, objective, and sub-
jective perspectives in the situation must be taken into account, if we are 
to do something.

9780230615137ts08.indd   959780230615137ts08.indd   95 7/13/2009   12:06:51 PM7/13/2009   12:06:51 PM



Robin McTaggart & Gina Curró96

In one sense, the fifth perspective takes an aerial view of the four other 
approaches, and instead of fragmenting into each of the four respective 
specializations of method, it considers them together. It engages the kinds 
of questions each perspective addresses, but in a somewhat different way. 
It does not anticipate the distillation of a study of the situation, but instead 
concentrates on changing participants’ understandings, their practices, and 
the situation in which these are constituted. Each of these, understanding, 
practice, and situation have been formed in particular historical, material, 
and political settings, and it is theoretical insight from critical social sci-
ence that guides ref lection and action. This was a view of PAR proposed 
by Kemmis and McTaggart through the 1980s (Kemmis & McTaggart, 
1988). Fortuitously rather than presciently, it ref lects shifting views of the 
relationship between philosophy and life and theory and practice emerg-
ing in the late twentieth century (Hadot, 1995; Kemmis, 2007; Schatzki, 
1996, 2002).

Consider the ways in which social practices are constructed and 
contextualized. We conceptualize this at the individual level in terms 
of knowledge and social practices, and at the social level in terms of 
social structures and social media. As individuals embark on a change 
in practice (beginning at the top of table 7.1), their state of knowledge 
will change as they develop new understandings from their reading 
and dialogue with others. They will acquire new skills, and it is likely 
also that their values will change as they learn. Changes in their own 
social practices will be constituted through new ways of communication 
within the practice (with their students) and about the practice (with 
students, colleagues, and others). Their practices of production (teach-
ing, curriculum development, assessment) will change, as will patterns 
of organization (relationships with students, parents, and others). What 
is achieved will be a function of the social structures in place. The cul-
ture of the university, faculty, classroom, and staffroom will provide 
both opportunities and constraint for change, but will also be amenable 
to change itself, perhaps necessarily if changes are to be effected and 
embedded. The economy of the setting will respond similarly—how 
resources are distributed and how people spend their time and emo-
tional energy will be key inf luences on what can be accomplished. 
Changes in political economy of information production and distribu-
tion will exert an impact here too. In turn, these will engage current 
and possible forms of political life. Participants come to these structures 
as sedimented practices, but they are not f ixed and can be changed to 
effect educational change. The social media of language, economy, and 
political life (sayings, doings, relatings) are the ways in which changes 
in professional practice f ind expression. New ways of thinking and 
saying things about practice will be associated with changed ways of 
working. These in turn are linked with emerging forms of relationship 
that signify the possibility of more satisfying and sustainable forms of 
educational life.
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Because we are focusing on pedagogy for communities of practice, our 
initial interest is the domain of social practice. Within the domain of social 
practice, we have suggested that pedagogical innovation requires change 
in three aspects of practice:

(1) communication (language, symbols, other representations of educa-
tional work),

(2) production (teaching, leadership and management, teacher education, 
research and evaluation), and

(3) organization (relationships among teachers, learners, managers, and 
others).

Further, we suggest that educational practice consists of four subpractices: 
curriculum for students; administration; curriculum for professor devel-
opment; and educational research and evaluation. Please refer to table 7.2 
for a description of these subpractices.

Practices and subpractices embody common ideological roots and 
implicit understandings, so they are related and overlap. The mindset of 
practitioners is constituted in similar ways. There are shared understand-
ings at the conscious level, shared assumptions in the subconscious. Note 
that the subpractices are not simply the practices conducted respectively 
by professors, administrators, staff developers, and researcher/evaluators. 
Elements of all of these subpractices are evident in all of these forms of 
work. For example, teachers do curriculum work, but are also involved in

formulating policies for their own classes and the university generally, ●

administration and organization, ●

teaching colleagues as well as students, and ●

researching, theorizing, and evaluating their own educational work. ●

Understanding relationships among practices is as important as under-
standing the relevance of relationships among people engaged in different 

Table 7.1 Change in the domains of practice

Individual 
(subjectivity)

Knowledge

Understandings Skills Values

Social Practices

Communication Production Social Organization

Social (structure, 
ideology)

Social Structures

Culture Economy Political life

Social Media

Language (discourses) Work Power
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work. For example, assessment practices of professors are inf luenced by 
university administrative deadlines about the processing of assessment 
results. Both are preempted by system administrative (and legal) require-
ments like immigration departments monitoring student attendance 
and progress. Practices are intricated and assume common conceptual 
features.

The Heuristic Articulated

Table 7.3 includes in each cell a gradation of practice from the technical to 
the critical, to suggest the preferred developmental direction. Table 7.3 also

(1) provides concrete examples of different kinds of practice that will 
be recognizable to different participants. This should enable par-
ticipants to plan things to try out in their own settings, discuss the 
rationale for the different kinds of practice and their adequacy, and 
begin a shared critique of concrete practices using some shared lan-
guage and understanding;

(2) illustrates the ways in which the categories make certain practices 
visible (noting this can de- emphasize other practices such as stu-
dents forming their own learning groups); and

(3) suggests how attention to relationships is necessary for the develop-
ment from the technical to the critical to occur. Practices are man-
ifold, not simple aggregations of separate activities. It is difficult to 
change one activity without effecting change in others. Changes 
must be studied and acted on in concert.

Use of the heuristic as practice changes over time allows PAR to f low. The 
discourse of PAR becomes more explicit as the work evolves. We have 
focused on a curriculum about practice as a first step for action researchers 

Table 7.2 The Sub- practices of university education

Media Subpractices Communication Production Organization

Curriculum Curriculum content of 
university courses

Pedagogy University classroom 
authority
and control

Administration Educational policy Administrative 
practices

Relations of authority
and evaluation—
university with staff

Teacher 
Development 
Curriculum

Curriculum content 
of staff development 
programs 

Pedagogy Staff development 
classroom authority
and evaluation

Educational 
Research & 
Evaluation

Educational theory Internal research 
and organizational 
evaluation practices

Politics of internal 
research and 
organizational 
evaluation

9780230615137ts08.indd   989780230615137ts08.indd   98 7/13/2009   12:06:51 PM7/13/2009   12:06:51 PM



University 
Educational 
Practices

Communication Production Social 
Organization

Curriculum Curriculum content Pedagogy Classroom authority
and control

Technical Acknowledgment of 
international authors 
in the field. Language 
support available on 
student request—
deficit approach

Correct 
pronunciation of 
student names

Polite Western manners 

Practical Teaching examples 
from other cultures. 
Language support 
available in one or two 
subjects—discipline 
study skills approach

Deliberate 
questioning of 
students from 
different cultures to 
sample perspectives

Consultation with 
students about preferred 
classroom relationships

Critical Competing cultural 
explanations and 
perspectives presented 
for students to 
compare; language 
development integrated 
through whole 
curriculum—professor 
and language expert 
collaboration

Curriculum changes 
in dialogue with 
students to ref lect 
cultural preferences 
and to nurture 
collaborative 
learning practices 
for deep learning 
and cross- cultural 
critique

Use of foreign language 
forms of address, idioms 
and patterns of respect 
and deference

Administration Educational policy Administrative 
practices

Relations of authority
and evaluation

Technical Policy emphasizes 
equality of opportunity

Service staff 
trained to deal 
with students 
from different 
cultures, especially 
students from non-
 English speaking 
backgrounds 

Staff invited to 
undertake cultural 
sensitivity training

Practical Policy emphasizes 
staff development for 
cultural sensitivity, 
inclusiveness

Staff of different 
cultures are 
appointed

Cultural sensitivity 
training required for 
all staff in performance 
management

Critical Policy emphasizes 
representation of 
alternative cultural 
perspectives in all 
university practices 

Active recruitment 
and support of 
academic and 
general staff to 
move ethnicity 
profile of staff 
toward that of 
students

Policies and practices 
systematically and 
regularly evaluated 
by stakeholders 
including community 
groups 

Continued

Table 7.3 Examples of curriculum internationalization
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University 
Educational 
Practices

Communication Production Social 
Organization

Teacher
Development
Curriculum

Curriculum content Pedagogy Classroom authority
and evaluation

Technical Basic routines for 
involvement of all 
students in classroom 
interaction included

Participation in staff 
development for 
internationalization 
voluntary

“Oh that’s interesting,” 
“This is how I do it” 
classroom dialogue

Practical Hierarchy of 
inclusiveness technical 
to critical/emancipatory 
included

Teachers explore 
and document 
internationalization 
practices extant in 
curricula they teach

Teacher educators 
encourage critique of 
teachers’ ideas

Critical Active critique and 
reform of curriculum 
required as part of 
course assessment

Teacher educators 
actively teach 
critique and assist 
teachers to change 
teaching and 
curriculum practices

Data about teaching 
is presented and 
improvements to 
teaching and curriculum 
planned, implemented, 
and evaluated critically 

Educational 
Research and 
Evaluation

Educational theory Research and 
evaluation
practices

Politics of research
and evaluation

Technical Policy regarded as 
(1) binding aside from 
occasional review, or 
(2) irrelevant or too 
vague to guide practice 

Evaluation 
of teaching 
dominated by use of 
standardised student 
rating scales

Research and evaluation 
practices are quantitative, 
about people rather than 
for them 

Practical Theories of teaching 
and learning well-
 documented but 
regarded as eclectic mix 
and largely a matter 
of individual personal 
choice and preference

Research on 
teaching is 
phenomenographic, 
qualitative with a 
view to discovering 
general principles of 
effective teaching

Research and evaluation 
tend to focus on the 
curious, the interesting 
and representation of the 
other

Critical All university teaching 
and learning policies 
are treated as theories 
to be tested in practice 
and subjected to 
collective critique 
to improve practice 
by making it more 
rational, just, coherent, 
satisfying, and 
sustainable

Research and 
evaluation practices 
focus on teaching, 
curriculum, and the 
educational milieu 
together. These 
are disciplined by 
relevant literatures, 
collective critique, 
disciplined and 
informed self-
 ref lection and 
commitment 
to improved 
educational practice 

Research and 
evaluation seen 
as socially-  and 
historically 
constituted practices 
and therefore 
correctable by 
stakeholder 
participation and 
a commitment to 
open and reasonable 
dialogue among those 
involved and affected

Table 7.3 Continued
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so that they recognize the depth and scale of the task they are embarking 
on. Without a mud map of the likely journey, people may get lost in the 
minutiae of technical action research.

Supporting Internationalization—An Extended Project

How can we provide students with a more inclusive and relevant edu-
cation? How does the framework suggest a university should respond to 
stimulate and support internationalization of the curriculum? We know 
that professors interested in internationalization expect comprehensive 
rationales to justify changes in educational practice. Inconsistency among 
policies, practices, and leadership leads to rejection of innovation through 
lack of substance and commitment. Supporting change is therefore not 
easy. Educational institutions are loosely coupled (Weick, 1976); people 
are not readily directed to implement change (Fullan, 1989). Some are 
resistant to change, though among professors the contrary is typically the 
case. What nurtures change toward internationalization, and especially 
toward more critically ref lective approaches to it?

The first suggestion is, start somewhere! The second is, persist! The 
examples within the social practice domain show different levels of critical 
engagement. Movement to critical change can also be achieved in each 
of the other domains, individual, social structures, and social media. It is easy 
to imagine the changes anticipated in the individual (subjectivity) domain. 
Individual professors should develop new understandings of the languages 
and cultures of their students to ensure that teaching and research supervi-
sion effectively align with the existing learning of students. Professors can 
improve their curriculum design, teaching, and assessment skills to help 
a more diverse student body, and recognize new dimensions of diversity. 
Some new skills are difficult to learn. Inviting an exchange of cultural 
perspectives and moving beyond presentation to comparison, critique, 
and reconciliation is a formidable and worthy task. Individual learning by 
professors also means changing values and their expression in practice.

As well as changing individual practices, we must work collectively 
in other ways to change social structures (culture, economy, political life) 
that create or constrain possibilities for curriculum internationalization. 
Internationalization involves changing institutional culture. A step in this 
direction means adopting internationalization as a project for the whole 
curriculum, not merely a curriculum for international students. This 
directs attention away from assimilation approaches based on ethnocen-
tric, deficit models focusing on remediation (Volet, 1999). Institutional 
cultures embrace more than teaching and learning. Internationalization 
permeates institutional life: research and research training, staff recruit-
ment, corporate support, clearly stated and shared aspirations, community 
relationships (service, input, advocacy), support for students, and critique, 
for example, in course and department reviews.
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The material economy of institutional life must ref lect commitment 
to internationalization. Political and material economy must inf luence 
educational expressions of internationalism ahead of its commercial 
utility in disciplines, faculties, and the university. People can be pro-
moted for being good at curriculum internationalization, given time 
release to recast curricula, and teaching and staff development awards 
can feature exemplary curriculum reform. Bilingual staff should be 
recognized and staff well- qualif ied in applied linguistics and teach-
ing English as a second language appointed and rewarded. In the cur-
rent economic climate, failure to attract international students may lead 
to f inancial diff iculties as some disciplines can generate resources for 
(and from) internationalization more readily than others. The univer-
sity may develop budget approaches that share operating surpluses so 
that all disciplines can participate in curriculum internationalization. 
Commercial values should not dominate decisions about the  curriculum 
profile of the university.

Closely related to economic inf luences is the real politik of institu-
tional life. Not only material imperatives inf luence the way people act. 
Recognition, legitimate authority, and encouragement to innovate are 
important. The university may support staff wanting to internationalize 
against the conservative edicts of professional bodies (but recognize their 
capacity to stimulate innovation too). It makes a difference if the manage-
ment of the university sponsors internationalization and works to create 
a culture of disapproval of monoculturalism. Most importantly it directs 
the political life of the university toward more satisfying and sustainable 
educational activities among its professors.

PAR creates new ways for university educators to talk about their work, 
to do their work, and to relate to each other about their work. The social 
media of language, work, and power come to express curriculum inter-
nationalization. However, practice architectures create several mediating 
preconditions for practice:

(1) cultural- discursive preconditions that shape and give content to the 
thinking and saying that orient and justify practices;

(2) material- economic preconditions that shape and give content to 
doing of the practice; and

(3) social- political preconditions that shape and give content to the 
relatings involved in the practice (Kemmis & Smith, 2008).

Understandings, practices, and the conditions of practice are bundled 
together (Schatzki, 2002) in manifold ways that are comprehensible 
to professionals, essential to working together, but tacitly understood 
and emotionally engaged. At one level practices are remade inces-
santly, but remaking practices at a deep level requires significant effort. 
Curriculum internationalization involves such effort, not least because 
institutional message systems compound the difficulty at deep levels 
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through inf luencing:

allowed and preferred discursive forms (e.g., favoring commercial  ●

over intellectual values);
what counts as legitimate work (e.g., publication is more important  ●

than rewriting assessment tasks to increase their accessibility for non-
 English speaking background (NESB) learners); and
patterns of deference that illustrate power differentials (e.g., a learn- ●

ing adviser with TESOL teaching skills deferring to a lecturer whose 
teaching is confusing international students).

Supporting the internationalization of pedagogy is a comprehensive task. 
It involves opportunities for academic staff to experiment with teach-
ing and curriculum, and especially to respond to the learning practices 
already in students’ repertoires. Internationalization can occur in simple 
technical ways or can be developed from a critical perspective with com-
mitment to inclusiveness. None of this will happen without remaking 
social structures as well as practices themselves. Attention must be paid to 
the real politik and material economy of institutional life to make inter-
nationalization educationally satisfying for staff. Staff development must 
promote new ideas about educational practices, and professors must be 
given realistic opportunities to try out ideas sustainably. The university 
must sponsor disciplined and informed ref lection on current practices and 
intended changes, which is the role of PAR. In this way, the university 
can internationalize its curriculum. When staff learn how to be participa-
tory action researchers, they can do it better.

Internationalization is a watchword of change in Australian univer-
sities. It signals a commercial impulse, but at the same time expresses a 
commitment of Australian higher education to engage with the inter-
national community, ref lecting a spirit of internationalism. Australian 
universities are becoming less homogeneously Australian and aspire to 
be global universities offering curricula and research programs with an 
Australian perspective. Just what this means is difficult to specify because 
internationalization will always be the subject of planned invention, 
experimentation, serendipity, ref lection, and development over a period 
of time. How we move from advocacy and policy to create this innovative 
 pedagogical work provides an agenda for all professors working in cross-
 cultural settings. PAR provides an approach that will make curriculum 
internationalization more coherent, just, rational, and informed, as well 
as more satisfying and sustainable for participants and others involved.

Notes

1. We use the term professor meaning university teacher—someone responsible for university 
teaching or research supervision.

2. The Research Quality Framework and Learning and Teaching Performance Fund are major and contro-
versial inf luences (Thornton, 2008).
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C H A P T E R  E I G H T

Critical Complexity and Participatory Action 
Research: Decolonizing “Democratic” 

Knowledge Production

Joe L .  K incheloe

In the contemporary globalized knowledge landscape, it is amazing to 
observe the changes occurring in the nature of research and the poli-
tics of knowledge. Much of what is referenced as democratic knowledge 
and research is anything but democratic as hidden forms of positivism 
and dominant power insidiously inscribe information work. This chapter 
explores the dynamics that shape contemporary research and the possibil-
ities for critical practice offered by participatory action research (PAR). 
As most educational researchers know by now, PAR is collaborative, ded-
icated to change, and praxiological action. In this critical praxis- based 
orientation, such research develops and cultivates a ref lective commu-
nity and draws upon literature and theoretical insights from a variety of 
sources. Such PAR is explicitly political in its orientation as it works to 
undermine race, class, gender, and sexual oppression and to decolonize 
diverse forms of knowledge production.

This critical vision of PAR is devoted to a mode of sociopolitical/
educational research that is aware of the assumptions that shape its pur-
poses and designs, devoted to the ending of human suffering, focused 
on consequences of its implementation, and conscious of the ideological 
and epistemological tenets that inform it. In a mature form of PAR, the 
categories of participation, action, and research blur. Discrete states of 
research, participation, and action do not exist. On the contrary, innu-
merable feedback loops emerge where participants ref lect on inquiry and 
the nature of participation while theoretically informed actions are con-
sidered in light of the specific knowledge produced about a set of phe-
nomena. Socioeducational transformation does not take shape at the end 
of the research but throughout the process of collaboration, inquiry, and 
action—often in diverse and unexpected ways. To the consternation of 
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many ethics boards and dissertation committees, researchers may mod-
ify the objectives and focal points of the research as new insights are 
gained and/or conditions change (Kincheloe, 2005; Martin, lisahunter, & 
McLaren, 2006; Wadsworth, 1998).

A central dimension of this chapter involves examining the epistemo-
logical and ideological foundations of PAR. Such a task should be a key 
part of any rigorous PAR, as it alerts participants to the hidden ways 
the epistemological schema and ideological constructs of dominant power 
blocs subvert the democratic, anticolonial, and emancipatory dimen-
sions of such critical theoretical/critical pedagogical research (Burbules & 
Berk, 1999; Kincheloe, 2008). I have watched activist groups, students, 
and professors undertake PAR with noble intentions—only to fall vic-
tim to unexamined epistemological assumptions that reinscribed particu-
lar forms of white supremacy, class bias, gender oppression, and colonial 
relationships.

Social Justice and Scholarly Rigor: Critical Complexity, 
Epistemology, and the Politics of Knowledge

Those of us in the critical cosmos who question the epistemological and 
ideological foundations of knowledge have been typically charged with 
venal scholarly sins. The guardians of Western knowledge often main-
tain that we are undermining the notion of knowledge itself, subverting 
the social action that can take place only with the grounding of posi-
tive knowledge. Such charges assume the existence of universal criteria 
for evaluating the “truth- value” of the knowledge anyone produces. The 
question that critical scholars have asked over the last few decades—how 
could we have subverted something that never existed?—seems to get to 
the point. The notion that an objective set of universal criteria for eval-
uating the truth of propositions ever existed is naïve at best and ethno-
centric at worst. Humans, no matter what the time or place are socially 
constructed, imperfect, and contextualized entities who produce not only 
fallible perspectives on the world but also fallible criteria for evaluating 
the validity of such knowledge. Keeping these ideas at the front burners of 
our consciousness, we become more humble, self- conscious, and insight-
ful knowledge workers.

Thus, embedded in this critical notion of PAR is a new conceptu-
alization of what a social science is and does. To the naïve realists and 
positivists, such a new social science embodies the epistemological choice 
of relativism in a reductionistic universe that offers only the possibility 
of relativism or objectivism in research. To Eurocentric reductionists, 
the choice of objectivity opens up to the rigorous universal truths of 
Western science that will maintain the hegemony of Western neocolo-
nial, class elitist, white supremacist, and patriarchal ways of understand-
ing and being in the world. This positivistic objectivism maintains what 
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critical theorist Walter Benjamin (1999) called the dream- filled sleep 
of the commodity trance of Western consumerism that leads to envi-
ronmental destruction and human suffering. The choice of subjectivism 
undermines the privileged status of Western epistemologies and ontolo-
gies and catalyzes, as Roger Kimball (1996) phrases it, the descent into 
tribalism, barbarism, and servitude. Here a positivistic scholarly rigor 
must be retained to not only save objective truth but also save Western 
Civilization.

Critical PAR appreciates these power dynamics, these geopoliti-
cal dimensions of knowledge production, as it focuses on ways of doing 
research that promote social justice. The promotion of social justice is 
not devoted only to the consequences of such research but the means by 
which it is undertaken. Thus, to the degree that it is possible in a com-
plicated and complex cosmos, PAR carefully attends to dimensions of 
inclusion and community building in the research process. It is important 
to discuss the notion of critical complexity used here to epistemologi-
cally ground critical PAR: a critical complex epistemology assumes that 
the mind creates rather than ref lects, and the nature of this creation can-
not be separated from the surrounding social world. With this notion in 
mind, many observers have come to the conclusion over the last several 
decades that the oversimplification of a correspondence epistemology and 
the dominant forms of knowledge it produces do not meet contemporary 
social or emancipatory needs.

The social web of reality is composed of too many variables to be con-
sidered and controlled in a positivistic model. Scientist Illya Prigogine 
(1996) labels multiple variables, extraneous perturbations—one extrane-
ous variable in an educational study can produce an expanding, exponen-
tial effect. So- called inconsequential entities can have a profound effect in 
a complex nonlinear universe. The shape of the physical and social world 
depends on the smallest part. The part, in a sense, is the whole, for via 
the action of any particular part, the whole in the form of transformative 
change may be seen. To exclude such considerations is to miss the nature 
of the interactions that constitute reality. The development of a critical 
epistemology does not mean that we simplistically reject all empirical 
science—that would be ridiculous. It does mean, however, that inquirers 
engaged in critical PAR conceive of such scientific ways of seeing as one 
perspective on the complex web we refer to as reality.

Reality is too complex and multidimensional to lend itself to fixed 
views and reductionistic descriptions. Understanding the tendency for 
reductionism in some of the traditional modes of thinking about curricu-
lum, Kenneth Teitelbaum (2004) maintains that forms of positivism have 
subverted the effort to gain a more relational perspective on the activity of 
teaching. In Teitelbaum’s estimation, such a relational perspective would 
connect our understanding of individuals to their social and historical 
contexts. Teachers’ understandings of students in such a conceptualiza-
tion would be far deeper and helpful in the teaching process. Researchers’ 
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understandings would produce modes of knowledge far more helpful to 
the complex everyday life of the classroom teacher.

Critical educators who take complexity seriously, Stephen Fleury 
(2004) writes, challenge reductionistic bipolar true or false epistemolo-
gies. As critical complex researchers come to recognize the complexity 
of the lived world with its maze of uncontrollable variables, irrational-
ity, nonlinearity, and unpredictable interaction of wholes and parts, they 
begin to also see the interpretative dimension of reality. We are bamboo-
zled by a crypto- positivistic science that offers a monological process of 
making sense of the world. Critical complex scholars who embrace PAR 
maintain that we must possess and be able to deploy multiple methods of 
producing knowledge of the world (see Kincheloe & Berry, 2004 on the 
bricolage). Such methods provide diverse perspectives on similar events 
and alert us to various relationships between events. In this complex 
context, we understand that even when we use diverse methods to pro-
duce multiple perspectives on the world, different observers will produce 
different interpretations of what they perceive. Given different values, 
different ideologies, and different positions in the web of reality, dif-
ferent individuals will interpret what is happening differently. We must 
understand this complexity to appreciate the complications of gaining 
knowledge, Charles Bingham (2004) argues. Humans are not atomistic 
in their ability to acquire knowledge—they must receive help from oth-
ers to engage in learning.

Bingham’s notion of the relationship between knower and known 
changes the way we approach knowledge, learning, teaching, and 
research. Critical knowledge work in this complex process is not some-
thing employed by solitary individuals operating on their own. Critical 
scholars use language developed by others, live in specific contexts with 
particular ways of being and ways of thinking about thinking, have access 
to some knowledges and not others, and live and operate in a circum-
stance shaped by distinct dominant ideological perspectives. In its effort 
to deal with previously neglected complexity, the critical epistemology 
and the critical PAR it supports appreciate the need to understand these 
contextual factors and account for them.

Individuals who employ a critical complex epistemology in their work 
in the world are not isolated, but people who understand the nature of 
their sociocultural context and their overt and occluded relationships with 
others. Without understandings of their own contextual embeddedness, 
individuals are not capable of understanding from where the prejudices 
and predispositions they bring to the act of meaning making originate. 
Any critical pedagogy that attempts to deal with the complexity of the 
lived world must address these contextual dynamics. Patricia Hinchey 
(2004) illuminates one of the myriad of consequences that occur when 
the complexities of context are ignored: individuals do not understand the 
origins of the racial, ethnic, and other forms of prejudice that are uncon-
sciously picked up from their lived contexts. Thus, the transcendence of a 
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reductionistic positivism and passage into a new domain of critical com-
plexity possesses profound consequences.

Many scholars in education and other disciplines have argued that the 
recognition of complexity in the epistemological domain would under-
mine our ability to defend the validity of the knowledge we produce 
because we would have no universal criteria to invoke that were untainted 
by the context of their production. The knowledge we produced would 
be useless. Of course, the critical complex epistemological answer to such 
arguments is that we have never had a set of pristine, transcultural/transhis-
torical epistemological criteria to serve as the final arbiter of truth. A crit-
ical complex epistemology frees us from the delusion that such untainted 
standards exist—a profound contribution to human efforts to understand 
the world and self. Knowing this, we can operate in a far more humble 
domain, become more insightful about the forces that shape our own 
and other people’s constructions of reality, gain the ability to understand 
the dynamics that limit our understandings, appreciate the value of other 
people’s and other cultures’ ways of seeing, and discern how to avoid the 
pitfalls of reductionism.

As we go back to the foundations of Western science in the seventeenth 
and eighteen centuries, we see this reductionism manifesting itself in the 
work of Rene Descartes and Isaac Newton who both saw the world as a 
giant machine. Newton laid out a universalistic theory of causal deter-
minism, an ultimate mode of reductionism that posited that all motion in 
the world can be predicted precisely when we know the laws of motion, 
where a phenomenon is located, and the speed at which it is moving. 
Thus, it is possible in this framework to predict the future of everything 
from the largest masses to the smallest objects. One can see that a critical 
complex epistemology’s concern with complexity runs at odds with the 
Western epistemological tradition. Nature and human behavior do not 
operate as a machine, for they are both grounded on a complex matrix of 
interrelationships.

Here rests the nature of being in the world. Of course, ontology is the 
study of being in the world—and the phenomena we study in a critical 
complex PAR are always ontologically complex, parts of diverse larger 
processes and contexts. In this complex context a critical PAR is sus-
picious about dogmatic, reductionistic, one- dimensional definitions of 
action. Undoubtedly a critical PAR is devoted to action that results in 
material changes in the well- being of researchers and the communities 
with whom they have collaborated. However, action can also be defined 
as the production of transgressive knowledge that helps individuals, who 
reside far away from the community where the research take place, develop 
new ways of seeing, new modes of critical consciousness (Harding, 1998; 
Kincheloe, 2005; Thayer- Bacon, 2000, 2003).

Sometimes the actions that make the most difference in the quality of 
life of oppressed peoples may surface in unexpected places. Little did Paulo 
Freire know, for example, when he was engaged in PAR- like research 
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with Brazilian peasants in the 1960s that many individuals in critical ped-
agogy in North America, Africa, the Islamic World, and indigenous com-
munities around the world would be using the concepts that emerged 
from such knowledge work in the twenty- first century to bring about 
diverse forms of social, epistemological, and pedagogical conscientization. 
PAR needs to include the interrogation of the researchers’, the collabora-
tors’, and the ref lective community members’ contextualized understand-
ings of the research project and the construction of their consciousness in 
general.

Too often PAR glorifies the perspectives of the collaborators and com-
munity members in a form of left democratic essentialism. Essentialistic 
tendencies must be questioned in critical PAR—a questioning that allows 
for a rigorous and genuine dialogue between researchers coming from 
diverse places in the web of reality. Essentialism constitutes a fetishiza-
tion of democratic inclusivity that undermines theorizing and action that 
understands the sociopolitical construction of all perceptions. This is not 
a popular topic to address in contemporary discussions of PAR and may 
be misrepresented as a denial of the democratic impulse—I hope that 
advocates of PAR will view this as an opportunity to open new enhanced 
forms of dialogue and more informed modes of democratic inclusivity. 
We are attempting to move to a more informed understanding of PAR 
and what it can accomplish in the sociocultural, political, and pedagogical 
domains.

New Venues, Participants, and Ways of 
Perceiving in Research

A principal aspect of a critical PAR involves helping formulate the long 
overdue moment when diverse societies talk back to the authoritarian 
scientific establishment. Critical theoretical insights into both the con-
textualization and the archeological analysis of the ways final truths and 
objectivity are constructed have the potential to radically change the 
nature of research. The defenders of the status quo recognize this possi-
bility and over the last couple of decades have worked tirelessly to make 
sure that this does not happen. The critical power of contextualization 
grants new insight into the process of construction of “unassailable,” uni-
versal notions of dominant Western forms of research. In the construc-
tions of neopositivist research such contextual dynamics are another effort 
to destroy the superior work of Euroscience. The rigorous hermeneu-
tic act of contextualization in this neo-  and often crypto- positivist con-
text is viewed as an attack on objectivity. Cultural workers and educators 
who employ PAR must understand these concepts and work to be good 
hermeneuts as well as good activists.

Criticalists who make use of PAR are particularly interested in the 
questions: Whose view of the world do researchers give to their readers? 
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How do epistemological and ideological choices shape the view of the 
world that is disseminated? To answer such questions, advocates of PAR 
must rigorously understand and distinguish between the competing 
claims about the nature of reality (ontology) and sociocultural relation-
ships (ideology). How do these claims work to include or exclude dif-
fering race, class, gender, and sexual groups? If researchers are unable 
to answer these questions, they may have the intention of performing 
democratic research but not the theoretical understanding necessary to 
accomplishing the task.

Without the aforementioned forms of hermeneutic and ideological 
analysis, researchers find it hard to escape from the tacit inscriptions of 
what Sandra Harding (1998) calls the internalist epistemology of Western 
science. Such a position asserts that the success of Western research rests 
on its internal structures that always operate to maximize objectivity and 
rationality. There is only one legitimate science, positivists posit, and 
this objectivistic, rationalistic variety is it. This view persists even after 
four decades of historical, sociological, discursive, epistemological, and 
ethnographic studies have documented the impact of social, paradig-
matic, and political economic inf luences on objective science. With the 
efforts to recover various forms of dominant power over this same period, 
the attempt to reestablish the superiority of naïve realism and positiv-
ism continues unabated at the end of the first decade of the twenty- first 
century. To hell with participation and action in research, we have to pre-
serve Western supremacy (Harding, 1998; Nowotny, 2000; Steinberg & 
Kincheloe, 2006).

Critical PAR can only exist in conf lict with scientistic neopositivistic 
research with their profoundly different assumptions about knowledge 
and its production. In distinction to critical PAR, scientistic positivism 
maintains that

All observers receive the same information about phenomena.  ●

Advocates of critical PAR maintain that data uncovered in diverse contexts 
by observers from divergent backgrounds will be viewed differently. There is 
always room for dissimilar interpretations of the meaning of phenomena.
Rigorous researchers produce observation statements about the world  ●

that support universal theoretical constructs. Advocates of critical PAR 
construct compelling interpretations of data that provides insights on which 
actions can be formulated.
Good researchers produce knowledge that is beyond interpretation. If  ●

it is produced correctly, it will provide one unambiguous and univo-
cal meaning. Given the complexities of context, interpretation, and polysemy 
of language, advocates of critical PAR understand there is no final meaning of 
the knowledge they produce. Different historical times and places will induce 
observers to view such knowledge in unexpected ways.
Researchers operating in the proper way produce knowledge that  ●

can be quickly falsified or confirmed in relation to larger universal 
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theory. Advocates of PAR understand that knowledge always exists within an 
interpretative framework that changes as the hermeneutic matrix is modified.
Good research makes sure that human inscriptions are removed from  ●

the knowledge produced. Advocates of critical PAR understand that the 
knowledge they produce is always related in overt and covert ways to the needs, 
interests, and welfare of all.
Serious research always views phenomena in question as examples of  ●

a general type. Advocates of critical PAR are interested in both the general 
and particular nature of any phenomenon such as an individual lived experi-
ence or a particular sociocultural/educational circumstance.
Rigorous inquiry is produced anonymously—it is irrelevant who  ●

produces knowledge for anyone given the same circumstances and 
following correct procedure would discover the same information. 
Advocates of critical PAR appreciate the significance of who produces the 
knowledge at hand. The consciousness, sociocultural backgrounds, goals, and 
epistemological and ideological predispositions of the researcher all inform the 
process and product of research (Kemmis & McTaggart, 2005; Rouse, 
1987; Steinberg & Kincheloe, 1998).

When researchers ignore the preceding points and work toward pro-
ducing neutral, objective knowledge, they fall into the irrational rational-
ity trap of neopositivistic research. Such a quest invariably ends up with 
the researcher unconsciously focusing on what such an epistemology and 
the research designs and methods it supports allow it to address rather than 
on what holds the most importance for human affairs. Those individuals 
affected by such research simply have no voice in this positivist configu-
ration. Any protest they might direct at the researchers is not viewed as 
important input to the larger knowledge production process but as the 
uninformed protestations of special interest groups. The expression of 
such concerns is not simply an interruption of the scientific process but a 
force that threatens the objectivity of the scientific enterprise. In this con-
text, one begins to understand the threat to positivist orthodoxy presented 
by critical PAR.

The Normalizing Politics of Epistemological Universalism

Universal truths about human behavior and social dynamics are fright-
ening. In the eyes of criticalists, they are the Freddies and Jasons of 
epistemology—Nightmare on Positivist Street. Universalism is a key part of 
rationalization in that human beings via the gospel of science are granted 
to ability to discover all of the laws of the cosmos and subsequently sub-
sume nature to man’s needs—especially his quest for political domina-
tion and economic development. Science provided Westerners the power 
to conquer nature a la Descartes’s and Bacon’s dreams. On the colonial 
landscape, psychologists, social and physical scientists, economists, and 
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educators come together to produce the structural conditions and human 
capital that make possible good business climates, the growth of capital, 
the maximization of profits in every corner of the planet.

For many criticalists from around the world, positivist universalism 
reveals itself as a dimension of dominant power that perpetuates oppres-
sion and silences voices outside the mainstream. In this power- driven 
context, assertions of universalist knowledge invalidate the expertise of 
the poor, racially marginalized groups, indigenous peoples, women, and 
colonized cultures that has allowed them to not only survive in adverse 
sociocultural and political circumstances but often interact in sustainable 
ways with the natural world. Here in its dismissal of diverse forms of 
human genius, positivist universalism again reveals the irrationality of 
Western rationalism. Ignorance in the guise of learned expertise prevails. 
Those colonized and exploited human beings who are treated like stray 
dogs do not need the epistemological scraps of Western science. Critical 
PAR values their ways of seeing and being.

All knowledge—positivist universalist knowledge included—is a local 
form of information. Positivist scientistic knowledge involves know-
ing about the overt and tacit knowledges of a particular community of 
human beings—scholars typically housed in universities. Such knowl-
edge also entails cognizance of the cultural capital of this group as well 
as the tacit rules and protocols members unconsciously embrace in their 
interactions. It also involves knowing how to handle oneself around 
the laboratory, the field site, or the interview setting. These are local 
knowledges that are discursively, historically, and culturally specif ic. 
The discursive strategies, mores, folkways of the scientif ic site vary from 
culture to culture and from historical era to historical era. Claims to 
universality fall short as we examine the specif ics of diverse scientif ic 
enterprises. The subjectivity of the researcher is inseparable from the 
context of her interactions. The ethnocentric logic embedded in univer-
salist impulses emerge in the assertions that it is Western modes of pro-
ducing knowledge that are universalized—not African or Asian modes 
of knowledge work.

Critical PAR maintains as long as researchers fail to understand these 
epistemological, cultural, and ideological dynamics, there is little need 
for overt forms of censorship. These tacit epistemological, cultural, and 
ideological forces keep Western knowledge safe for human consumption. 
Watch the news on ABC (Disney), read Rupert Murdock’s newspapers, 
examine many dissertations emerging from contemporary universities, 
peruse the academic research studies funded by Pfizer Pharmaceuticals, 
explore the educational studies employed to justify school reform in many 
Western nations—dominant power wielders are not fearful of what such 
data might suggest. We have entered a new era of corporatized knowledge 
where public information becomes more limited to what serves the needs 
of various power blocs; where even academic knowledge is tamed and 
recast to fit such elite demands.

9780230615137ts09.indd   1159780230615137ts09.indd   115 7/13/2009   12:07:11 PM7/13/2009   12:07:11 PM



Joe L. Kincheloe116

As Western power wielders have engaged in preemptive wars, con-
tinued to redistribute wealth from the poorest peoples in the world to 
the richest, undermine public education, and change the climate of the 
planet, knowledge domains such as television and radio have become cor-
poratized and their reporting trivialized. Following the dictates of the 
holy market, coverage of starlets in rehab increases while coverage of the 
aforementioned issues decreases. The corruption of Western governments 
and the information they produce helps corporations’ political pawns win 
great victories—either through the effects of the corruption itself or via 
the electorate’s cynicism and disengagement from politics that results 
from such government sleaze. Although individuals living in these socie-
ties continue to do amazing things and develop brilliant forms of exper-
tise, their political lives as citizens of democratic states are truncated by 
this neocolonial, hyperreal politics of knowledge and crypto- positivist 
epistemology.

This is what makes a critical PAR such a dangerous activity. Those 
who would operate to identify this oppressive politics of knowledge, to 
engage in modes of decolonizing activism are vulnerable to punishment. 
Twenty- first century sociopolitical and pedagogical heretics find their 
professional aspirations undermined; in the academy tenure is threatened. 
Unless critical academics are united and committed to the larger social 
good and the welfare of their brothers and sisters in education and other 
domains, the day is coming when efforts to produce critical PAR will be 
swiftly quashed by colleagues and administrators serving the hegemonic 
needs of the empire.

Michel Foucault (1980) wrote of the need for dominant power to con-
struct a disciplined and well- regulated workforce—a congregation of 
docile bodies. Even in the production of information, rigorous knowl-
edge becomes that which follows the proper modus operandi prescribed 
by dominant power. If such epistemological procedures are not respected, 
then the data constructed possess no worth. Critical PAR is directly 
focused on disrupting these modes of epistemological and ideological 
oppression. Only when researchers understand the sociocultural, polit-
ical, historical, and philosophical issues surrounding the production of 
knowledge will practical antihegemonic information find its ways into 
the hands of the public (Castro- Gomez, 1998; Harding, 1998; Jardine, 
2005; Rouse, 1987; Saul, 1995).

What Donaldo Macedo (2006) calls a literacy of power is central in a 
critical complex PAR. Such a critical literacy changes our understand-
ing of the relationship between knowledge and power and allows us to 
view the fingerprints of power on information long held as sacred by 
many. Issues that many have viewed only as the concerns of philosophy 
or research begin in a critical PAR to be looked at as political questions 
of power relations. We begin to understand that discourses of power help 
shape how and what we think about a particular topic. Our dangerous 
PAR uncovers these discourses and discursive practices and the insidious 
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ways they operate to oppress the dispossessed and maintain the status quo. 
The expose of discursive specificity directly challenges the universalism 
of positivism. Such a challenge constitutes the heart and soul of a complex 
criticality, as it exposes both sociocultural and political economic factors 
in the construction of colonialism and other forms of hegemony.

“True science,” crypto- positivists maintain, could not exert any polit-
ical force. Such positivists ask: How could the simple production of truth 
be seen as a politicized process? This universalism and political neutrality 
form the grounding for both old overt and new covert forms of positivism. 
And such positivism pushes us to the brink of geopolitical, social, envi-
ronmental, educational, and other modes of cataclysm. As we teeter on 
the cusp of catastrophe, human beings must make some difficult choices. 
We must find new ways to deal with the mess that we have made in 
innumerable domains. Critical PAR understands the epistemological and 
ideological crises of Western research, as hegemonic scholars from North 
America and Europe battle to retain their exalted position in particu-
lar and Western supremacy in general. Skepticism about such superiority 
is emerging from diverse locations. Hegemonic forms of positivism can 
keep the lid on such disbelief and the anger surrounding it for only so long 
(Bettis & Gregson, 2001; Harding, 1998; McLaren & Kincheloe, 2007).

White Supremacy and Epistemology: 
Decolonizing Research

In the name of rigorous research and modes of scientistic realism, many 
ways of perceiving the world by many women, poor people, and particu-
lar “ethnic” groups are dismissed as inferior. One has to be very careful in 
this epistemological domain to avoid essentialism of any variety. Women 
operate in a variety of epistemological modalities, as do poor people, and 
peoples from diverse cultures. This critical theoretical point involves the 
tendency for positivism to ref lect dominant masculine, upper- middle/
upper class, and Western perspectives. This hegemonic tendency works 
to support forms of colonialism and neocolonialism in the epistemolog-
ical and political economic spheres. Thus, white supremacy, patriarchy, 
class elitism, and colonialism create an epistemological spigot that shuts 
off the f low of information from individuals and groups that fall outside 
the dominant community. At the base of such a reality rests the founda-
tions of critical PAR. Since such exclusionary practices—such a regressive 
politics of knowledge—exist, then supporters of good research and social 
justice must develop forms of practice that challenge such oppressive ways 
of operating.

In this context Western culture slowly sinks into a form of social senil-
ity, as it excludes viewpoints that challenge its unexamined assumptions, 
its sense of superiority. The Western casserole of ordinary consciousness, 
of normal(izing) science bloats us with affirmations of our own intellectual 
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preeminence and our moral righteousness in the effort to maintain neo-
colonial relations. A critical PAR has to constantly fight to make these 
power- related dynamics known, to question what passes as a democratic 
politics of knowledge/epistemology. Such struggle is necessary because 
positivism claims to present a value- free, correspondence epistemology. 
Rigorous science, positivists maintain, follows the rules of the scientific 
method and produces data that ref lects (corresponds to) the reality that is out 
there. Although some researchers admit that the attainment of mirror- like 
f lawlessness is quite difficult, most believe that the attempt to provide such 
precision in correspondence is the true objective of scientific inquiry.

Such a reductionistic form of realism is an important manifestation of 
dominant power as it insidiously positions itself as not only value- free but 
also culture- free. Where a researcher resides in the web of reality, there-
fore, in the positivist cosmos, has nothing to do with what he or she per-
ceives. When advocates of a critical PAR refer to the value of standpoint 
epistemologies that come from individuals’ particular vantage points on 
the world, they are speaking in a tongue incomprehensible to the episte-
mological pirates of positivism. No matter where we stand in the web of 
reality, if we use the “proper” research methods we should all perceive the 
same phenomena in the same way. In such a reductionistic framework of 
knowledge PAR is viewed as a gigantic waste of the researcher’s time, for 
culture and politics have nothing to do with research. Such perspectives 
ref lect the zenith of Western scientistic modes of decontextualization, 
reductionism, and abstraction.

The ways researchers make decisions about which phenomena to inves-
tigate, how they assess the consequence of the information encountered, 
and the means by which they ascribe particular meanings to a body of data 
are always in part shaped by the social, cultural, geographical, discursive, 
epistemological, ideological, and research practices with which they are 
familiar. When sociologists, historians, and philosophers of science have 
studied research practices over the last three or four decades, they find that 
one of the most important dimensions of scientific work has involved the 
effort to protect research from these types of contaminating inf luences. Such 
dynamics and a ref lective understanding of the myriad of ways they inf lu-
ence our understandings of education and other phenomena are powerful 
dimensions in improving the way we conduct research. A critical mode 
of PAR sidesteps the pitfalls of a positivistic universalism and engages 
multiple forms of diversity in its pursuit of knowledge that leads to praxis 
(Harding, 1998; McClure, 2000; Semali & Kincheloe, 1999).

PAR and the Power of Subjugated Knowledge: 
The Insights Derived from Difference

Knowledges constructed by colonized peoples and indigenous peoples 
around the planet ref lect what might be called the colonial divergence; 
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that is the impact colonialism made on seeing the world and being in the 
world. Peoples who have been subjugated and classified as inferior by 
colonial, political, economic, and epistemological systems of classification 
will produce different knowledges that those who come from societies 
implicated in the colonization process. Again, employing a critical com-
plex epistemology advocates of a critical PAR listen carefully to what 
those subjugated in this ever- evolving colonial system have to tell us. In 
the spirit of PAR they become the co- researchers of the oppressed (Freire, 
1970, 1997). Historically, when Westerners have addressed epistemology 
and knowledge production (not to mention curriculum development), 
this colonial divergence has been erased. Aware of the power of the colo-
nial divergence, advocates of a critical PAR can begin to decolonize the 
knowledges they encounter/produce.

Oppressed and colonized peoples have every right to feel suspicious and 
resistant when they hear or read some Western researcher advocating their 
inclusion via PAR in the research act. Why would Western researchers 
know how to produce knowledge that would be useful to those whose his-
tory has been marked by Western colonial exploitation of their resources 
and/or labor? A critically informed PAR is comfortable with collabora-
tion with ethnographic teams constructed by individuals from diverse 
social locations, interpretive communities that include members with 
profoundly different relationships to colonialism and subjugation.

Diverse collaboration can not only produce knowledges that are respect-
ful and relevant to oppressed groups but also engage in more sophisticated 
and ontologically powerful modes of critique of data constructed by dom-
inant power. Such critical collaboration moves researchers to new levels of 
understanding the complex relationship between theory and practice. We 
are better able as inquirers to free ourselves from the oppressive research 
practices in which we may have been engaged and to gain deeper insight 
into our role as emancipatory agents of history. Without a critical episte-
mology and transformative politics of knowledge, the story of the colo-
nized will continue to be told by the colonizers. Reclaiming these stories 
and this history is a central task of a critical PAR and for the general pro-
cess of decolonialization.

Western positivistic epistemology and the hegemonic knowledge it has 
produced involve a way of seeing that has emerged in collusion with colo-
nial perspectives on the subjugated and the needs of the empire. A critical 
PAR cannot be allowed to be simply another epistemological position 
that merely replaces the previous exploitative mode of research with a new 
but still hegemonic mode of understanding knowledge production. This 
oppressive historical procession must come to an end. Previous marchers 
in the parade excluded the oppressed from participation in the research 
process. Too many contemporary advocates of PAR have failed to ask 
hard questions about the nature of participation. Without such com-
plex and intense questions, PAR too often migrates to one of two posi-
tions: a research method/design that (1) romanticizes and essentializes the 
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perspectives of the oppressed and fails to question the diversity of view-
points among subjugated groups; (2) embraces facile notions of partici-
pation that serve as new and more hegemonically sophisticated modes of 
exclusion.

The participatory and action dimensions of critical PAR are complex. 
Participation does not mean that all parties have to agree on all aspects of 
a research project. Different individuals in the research community may 
take differing forms of action as a result of the research project (Harding, 
1998; Jardine, 2005; Martin, lisahunter, & McLaren, 2006; Parker, 1999; 
Smith, 1999; Wadsworth, 1998). Critical PAR opens an ongoing dia-
logue among a variety of participants and stakeholders that hopefully will 
continue long after more traditional researchers believe the research has 
ended. Moving from what is to what could be is a necessary part of a crit-
ical PAR, but what constitutes the new and improved condition is never 
obvious to all parties. No one ever said making the future was easy.
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C H A P T E R  N I N E

Reconceptualizing Participatory Action 
Research for Sustainability Education

Elizabeth A. Lange

True unity in the individual and between [humans] and nature, as 
well as between [human] and [human], can arise only in a form of 
action that does not attempt to fragment the whole of reality . . . To 
be confused about what is different and what is not, is to be confused about 
everything. Thus, it is not an accident that our fragmentary form of 
thought is leading to such a widespread range of crises, social, polit-
ical, economic, ecological, psychological, etc., in the individual and 
in society as a whole.

—Bohm, 1980, p. 16; emphasis in original; 
inclusive language added.

Introduction: Seeking PAR Elasticity

Given the simultaneous emergence of action research on several conti-
nents and in several disciplines, it could be said that there are at least 
three strands of Participatory Action Research (PAR)—originating in the 
international development field, the education field, and the community 
development field. In each case, the purpose of PAR has been one of 
 disrupting hegemony, whether the hegemony of positivist social science 
over popular knowledge, the hegemony of social engineering projects over 
community participation, or the hegemony of academic knowledge over 
professional practice. However, in considering how to engage PAR as a 
process for educating Canadian adults about sustainability, no existing 
PAR approach coheres well with sustainability theory. Therefore, this 
chapter details a theoretical reconceptualization of PAR by first illus-
trating the integration of these three strands of PAR with sustainability 
theory. Second, new ontological, epistemological, pedagogical, and social 
change assumptions emanating from sustainability theory are described, 
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as part of this reconceptualization. Third, the chapter details how this 
reconceptualization of PAR can be enacted as part of sustainability edu-
cation, including the impact in terms of socioecological change. Overall, 
this chapter attempts to disrupt the modernist fragmentary thought forms 
within existing action research theory and proposes a reconceptualization 
of PAR as a critical living practice—no longer as a tool but rather as a “set 
of relations among persons, their histories, their current situations, their 
dreams, their fantasies, their desires” (Carson & Sumara, 1997, p. xx). In 
this conceptualization, PAR is not instrumentalized but is a moving, elas-
tic, living form that is continuously emerging, as participants interrogate 
and transform unjust and unsustainable relations and the societal struc-
tures in which they are embedded.

Strands of PAR: Disrupting Hegemony

The following offers a very brief synopsis of each of the three histori-
cal strands of PAR, identifying elements vital to a reconceptualization 
of PAR.

PAR and International Development

In the global South, it was the failure of northern- inspired development 
approaches and the limitations of the positivist research paradigm that 
led to the desire to create knowledge, educational practices, and social 
action for transforming inherently alienating and unjust social structures 
(de Souza, 1988). The task was to develop social science methods that 
could break the cultural and epistemological dependency of poor com-
munities in Southern nations (Hall & Kassam, 1985). As Budd Hall (2005) 
tells the story, the term participatory research (PR) began in Tanzania as 
a description for community- based approaches to knowledge creation, 
which merged the processes of social investigation, education, and action. 
In Latin America, action research also addressed issues regarding who should 
benefit from research, what the aims of research should be, who should be 
involved, and what methods would best contribute to societal transforma-
tion toward social justice. Hall (2005) suggests it was Orlando Fals- Borda 
from Colombia who coined the phrase participatory action research or 
PAR to express the commitment of activist- scholars to use their intellec-
tual and organizing skills to strengthen social movements for liberatory 
social change. Thus, participatory research is a research tool to enable the 
popular classes (working class and peasants) to identify their issues and 
generate “popular” knowledge useful for discerning effective actions for 
transforming society toward social justice.

Pablo Latapi (1988) asserts that PAR is also tightly connected to the 
popular education methodology of Paulo Freire (1970). Freire’s peda-
gogy of the oppressed clearly specifies both a political commitment to the 
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exploited and oppressed and a coherence with an ecopedagogy (Gadotti, 
2000). Thus, PAR is appropriate for implementing a Freirean- informed 
sustainability pedagogy that expresses a political commitment to solidar-
ity with the marginalized and for building links to social movements, as 
harbingers of social change.

PAR and Community Social Action

In the North, contributions to the practice of PAR came from the Action 
Sociology of the Frankfurt School, which questioned conventional social 
research and was concerned with redefining and remaking knowledge 
(Hall, 1981; Latapi, 1988). Through fostering civil dialogue and social 
analysis and guiding a community in social action, action research assists 
in the preservation of a vibrant democracy (Carr & Kemmis, 1986). 
However, with information more readily accessible in the global North, 
the task among Northern grassroots groups has been to reappropriate, not 
necessarily produce, knowledge for their own needs, thus democratizing 
knowledge access (Gaventa, 1988). As Gaventa (1988) summarized from 
his experiences at the Highlander Center in Appalachia:

People may discover for themselves dominant knowledge or inter-
pretations of reality which do not conform to their own experi-
ence . . . Or the process of popular investigation may reveal previously 
hidden information that does confirm through “official” knowledge 
what the people have suspected from their own experience. (p. 21)

As people develop techniques for information gathering, the empow-
erment they feel often can unleash a social movement around an issue, 
whether civil rights, environmental contamination, or manipulative 
labour practices.

Thus, an important aspect of PAR in both hemispheres is its collec-
tive nature, both in learning and action. Yet, one of the most significant 
differences between these two strands is that international development 
PAR is often centered on geographical communities, whereas commu-
nity social action PAR generates communities of interest, around a shared 
social identity or issue of concern. Thus, another vital element for recon-
ceptualizing PAR is engaging a community of interest in collectively 
analyzing and organizing for social change, ensuring that the knowledge 
benefits those involved in its reappropriation.

Educational Action Research

Carr and Kemmis (1986) assert that PAR is the “research method of 
preference whenever a social practice is the focus of research activity” 
(p. 165; italics in original). Somekh (2006) adds that whenever research 

9780230615137ts10.indd   1259780230615137ts10.indd   125 7/13/2009   12:07:29 PM7/13/2009   12:07:29 PM



Elizabeth A. Lange126

is a systematic intervention in a social practice, carried out in partnership 
with participants, this constitutes action research. This definition led to 
the third strand of PAR—educational action research or more generally, 
profession- based action research. When the ref lective practitioner move-
ment (Schön, 1983) intersected with the teacher- as- researcher movement, 
it significantly impacted the field of teacher professional development. 
In the United Kingdom, John Elliott (1991) asserted that the fundamen-
tal aim of action research should be to improve practice, not to produce 
knowledge. He advocated moving away from the theory- driven, techni-
cal rationality of action research toward an ethically based action research, 
that he conceived of as a “moral science” (p. 52). He suggested that the 
redeeming quality of action research should be the capacity to build col-
laborative ref lection and foster practical wisdom among practitioners. 
The Australian action research movement went a step further to demon-
strate the possibility of action research for the structural transformation of 
schools (Carr & Kemmis, 1986). For them, issues that arise in an individ-
ual’s teaching practice are social matters that require collective dialogue, 
theorizing, and action, not just the ref lective practices and practical judge-
ment of one teacher within one classroom. In Canada, Carson (1993) 
followed Elliott’s notion of action research as an ethical activity seeing 
great potential for a postmodern practice of action research for teacher 
practitioners. Carson and Sumara (1997) conceived of action research as 
a living practice that attends to the way the investigation and investigator 
coemerge, the complexity of relations and identities, and how modernist 
concepts shape the normalizing practices of institutions and structures. It 
is a research practice of deep awareness of being—not a product, tool, or 
method. As they suggest, action research as living practice occurs when 
“who one is becomes completely caught up with what one knows and 
does” (p. xvii; italics in original). This conception of action research was 
important for studying my own PAR practice but also for its theoretical 
coherence with sustainability theory.

Overall, the elements of PAR necessary to a reconceptualization for 
the purposes of sustainability education include a commitment to solidar-
ity with the marginalized, links with social movements, engagement of 
communities of interest, reappropriation of knowledge, and PAR as a way 
of knowing and being. Sustainability theory, however, adds some new 
premises for a reconceptualization of PAR.

Sustainability Theory and PAR

Environmental discourse links political, economic, and political thought 
into specific paradigms, described by Merchant (2005) as Deep Ecology, 
Spiritual Ecology, Social Ecology, Environmental Justice, Ecofeminism, 
Sustainable Development, and Sustainability. While the term sustainability 
is often co-   opted, I have defined a sustainable society as one that satisfies 
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its needs without diminishing the prospects for health and justice for self, 
other peoples, future generations, or the environment. I adapted Lester 
Brown’s definition (1981) to holistically incorporate personal and commu-
nity sustainability as well as social justice with environmental sustainabil-
ity. The following contrasts Sustainable Development with Sustainability 
and identifies key premises for informing a new practice of PAR.

The Brundtland Commission Report, Our Common Future (Brundtland, 
1987), introduced the concept of sustainable development (SD), a paradigm 
embedded in mainstream environmentalism with the goal of making exist-
ing production systems more ecologically sustainable. This “greening” 
discourse seeks to reconcile environmentalists and corporate business by 
seeking a greening of existing business while maintaining rapid economic 
growth, increasing consumption, and technological innovation. Although 
some of the policy adjustments, technological fixes, market solutions, and 
managerial processes it advocates might be important short- term initia-
tives, this paradigm is criticized for not addressing the structural roots of 
poverty and environmental degradation, for not considering social injus-
tice and ecological injustice as manifestations of one system of domination 
and exploitation, for assuming that conventional economic growth can be 
harmonized to ecosystem limits, and for maintaining the anthropocen-
tric, resourcist, developmentalist, social engineering paradigm.

Edwards (2005) considers the Sustainability Revolution more sweep-
ing than the eighteenth century Industrial Revolution, contrasting 
Sustainability with Sustainable Development. He identifies its five char-
acteristics: a large number of grassroots groups prevalent globally, uncen-
tralized multiple nodes of independent activity that focus on diverse issues 
but with remarkably similar values and intentions, leadership by decen-
tralized visionaries, and varying modes of action, including oppositional 
and alternative. Hawken (2007) suggests that historically, this is likely the 
largest movement ever and he estimates there are at least thirty thousand 
sustainability groups in the United States and tens of thousands of groups 
worldwide.

The Sustainability (or Sustainable Livelihoods/Sustainable Communities) 
approach is based on principles such as localization and bioregionalism 
where self- sufficient communities meet their own needs largely from 
within their own bioregion through biomimicry that uses locally appro-
priate technology mimicking the synergy and wisdom inherent in natural 
systems enabling survival over millennia. Restoration ecology restores 
human- disturbed ecosystems and implements no waste and renewable 
energy principles. Indigenous sustainability preserves traditional lands and 
ways of knowing. Other sustainability principles include restorative eco-
nomics where commerce is redesigned to give back to the natural world 
as much as is taken, participatory democracy where decision making 
responds democratically to local needs while keeping the global in mind, 
and redefining wealth as social and spiritual wealth rather than material 
goods. In terms of social change, it integrates both cultural transformation, 
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as advocated by deep ecologists, alongside economic and political trans-
formation, as advocated by social ecologists. The Sustainability approach 
avoids expertism preferring to engage grassroots populations in rethink-
ing and reconstituting how we heal, teach, work, and provide food and 
shelter in our societies. This approach is meant to empower civil society 
to embrace life- giving values that can inform the creation of just social 
structures and processes—where interactions harmonize with the biolog-
ical, life- preserving systems of Earth (Korten, 2006).

Sustainability theory draws its premises from living systems theory, 
based on the New Science that incorporates relativity theory, quantum 
mechanics, process physics, complexity theory, and Gaia theory (Capra, 
1996). Early twentieth- century discoveries by Einstein, Bohr, and other 
physicists, demonstrated that the existentials of form, matter, time, and 
space are not fixed and linear but are dynamic, curved, and f lowing. 
Subatomic particles are not things, but interconnections. Matter and 
energy are interchangeable, either as particles or waves, often emergent 
with the act of observation. From these insights, David Bohm (1980) 
proposed a new model of reality where the universe is an undivided 
wholeness enfolded into an infinite, timeless background source, con-
tinually unfolding into visible and temporal material and then, as part 
of the continual f low of energy, returning to the undivided wholeness. 
While conscious thought can grasp the unfolded, only a consciousness 
beyond rational thought can experience the enfolded, the implicate order. 
Further, through their research into mind, cognition, and consciousness, 
Maturana and Varela (1980) suggest that our world is continuously shaped 
by our actions as well as by all the natural processes around us. In other 
words, mind and world arise together (Varela, Thompson, & Rosch, 
1991). They propose that there is still a real material world, but it does not 
take shape independent of cognition. Cognition is not a representation 
of an independently existing world, but a “continual bringing forth of a 
world through the process of living” (Capra, 1996, p. 267). Through the 
notion of embodied action, they theoretically negotiate between realism 
(a pregiven outer world) and idealism (the projection of a pregiven inner 
world) as a way to end the fragmenting illusion of a separate, independent 
self and a world out there. Thus, sustainability and living systems the-
ory pose significant challenges to existing conceptualizations of PAR and 
demand new ontological, epistemological, pedagogical, and social change 
premises for use within a process of sustainability education.

PAR and Ontological Assumptions

Spretnak (1999) considers ecological postmodernism to go beyond the 
narrow confines of environmentalism and beyond the groundlessness of 
postmodernism to reconstruct a grounded, deeply ecological, and spiri-
tual ontology. She asserts it is possible to retain the realism implicit in the 
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critical PAR tradition while acknowledging the insights of an ecological 
postmodernism where the dynamic unfolding nature of reality can never 
be fully captured in any theory or narrative, particularly the nonlinearity, 
interrelatedness, multiplicity, and multidimensionality of life. She insists 
this is not the creation of another essentializing or totalizing narrative, but 
a storytelling that honors the mysteriousness of a reality that is implicit 
and not fully describable, specifiable, or representable. Such an ontology 
searches for nonfragmentary both/and representations. Paradox rather 
than contradiction assists in understanding reality as real and constructed, 
the cosmos as unity and diversity and, as I discuss below, knowledge as 
whole and partial, thinking as reason and imagination, and adult develop-
ment as autonomy and relatedness.

PAR and Epistemological Assumptions

Drawing from community social action PAR, it was important in my 
practice to democratize access to knowledge in a Northern context—
especially knowledge that never surfaces into the mainstream media but is 
hidden or suppressed or eclipsed by a sensationalist press. Yet, the domi-
nant sociological analysis is that the middle class is in a moral malaise due 
to narcissistic individualism, that they have deliberately retreated from 
a vigorous dialogical political culture, and that they are in denial about 
the urgency of the social and environmental crises facing humanity. The 
adults I had contact with through my university extension classes did 
express a desire for personal transformation, particularly given the impacts 
of neoliberal globalization on their work lives, and they also expressed 
the desire for larger social change related to ecological issues. The chal-
lenge was to catalyze these desires into the formation of a community of 
interest engaged in analyzing Western societal structures and lifestyles 
and transforming them as part of socioenvironmental change. Could 
middle- class individuals with little politicization be shifted out of a pas-
sive consumptive- spectator mode into an active mode, where they seek 
out or generate the knowledge they need as part of their empowerment 
and civic engagement? Rather than considering them ideologically duped 
or fundamentally self- interested, PAR offered a ref lexive practice that 
could engage them in a more penetrating social analysis of their own his-
torical and class position. It also offered a ref lexive practice for me to study 
these paradoxical assertions about the middle class—both their political 
paralysis and political power, their existential alienations, and the possi-
bilities for revitalizing citizen action and repopulating the naked public 
square (Borgmann, 1992).

Another epistemological challenge was moving beyond the rational-
ist assumptions embedded in PAR—that transformation is transforming 
people’s minds, particularly their cognitive and political understandings. 
Rather, the challenge was to additionally attend to extrarational ways of 
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knowing such as intuitive or embodied knowing that could transform 
their way of being as well as the way of knowing. The educational pro-
cess sought to transform normative frameworks by offering new symbolic 
images, metaphors, or stories and by assessing their power in captivat-
ing imagination and fostering energy for change. The educational process 
also created a space for acknowledging how knowing/acting is shaped 
by emotions, including the emotions that accompany the death of old 
understandings, ways of seeing, and patterns of living/working alongside 
the birth of new understandings, ways of seeing, and patterns for living/
working (Macy & Young Brown, 1998; Scott, 1987). Thus, attending to 
thinking as reason, emotion, and imagination would perhaps make people 
sensitive to the breaking points of the present system and nourish in them 
a longing for a new kind of society (Baum in Evans, 1987, p. 246).

Finally, drawing from Deep Ecology, a transformative pedagogy would 
require the development of an ecological consciousness—an enlargement 
of the sense of self where the external is understood as part of oneself 
(O’Sullivan & Taylor, 2004). Such a way of thinking profoundly shifts sub-
jectivities and how people see themselves situated in the world. If human 
beings recognize themselves as dependent on other life forms and the liv-
ing system for their very survival, then their identity becomes embedded 
in the natural world. In essence, there is a change in the ground of ethical 
thinking, for as Taylor (1989) suggests, there is an essential link between 
identity, an orientation in moral space, and a sense of place. Further, their 
identity also becomes embedded in the social as they recognize themselves 
as dependent on other people for their basic needs and as they ponder the 
ethical implications of these socioeconomic relations. This view acknowl-
edges adult development both as the paradoxical movement toward 
autonomy and relatedness. These new ontological and epistemological 
assumptions have significant implications for sustainability pedagogy.

PAR and Pedagogical Assumptions

As Latapi (1988) suggests, there are three dimensions to PAR: a research 
dimension, an educational dimension, and an action dimension. Typically, 
the pedagogic and research functions are fused when a community learns 
systematic methods for accessing and generating knowledge (de Souza, 
1988). To do this, a pedagogy of the question is necessary, where incisive 
questions generate critique. Peace educator Joanna Macy together with 
Young Brown (1998) suggest that deeper questions, including questions 
about our relations to the living whole, can “act as a solvent, loosening 
up encrusted mental structures, and freeing us to think and see in fresh 
ways” (p. 47). As an educator- researcher, I provided space for learner-
 researchers to carry out a social critique of both their personal and social 
reality and develop explanations through their own research. This space is 
created when they temporarily distance themselves from daily action and 
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when they are exposed to new ideas from within the sustainability field. 
Through free and open dialogue, individuals test out their views against 
the views of other participants and by acting on them within the social 
conditions they find themselves. Creating a safe place or sanctuary (Lange, 
in press) allows the “mental comforts and conformities to fall away” 
and allows participants to stand open to the unknown (Macy & Young 
Brown, 1998, p. 45). Freire (1997) identifies this process as intervening, 
not as a betrayal of democracy through imposition, but in the service of 
democracy that enables learners to become curious, to become unsettled, 
and to decipher the limit situations of why things are the way they are. 
This unveils opportunities for hope and counters the typical response of 
hopelessness and futility when confronted with large social and ecological 
issues. Briton (1996) calls this a pedagogy of engagement that

alerts adults to the impersonal forces of modernity that are denying 
them the right to make responsible decisions and stripping them of 
their dignity, and engages adults in democratic practices as well as 
provides them with the communicative and critical competencies to 
resist the further systematization of culture . . . and [establish] just and 
equitable communities of citizens. (p. 115)

In this way, learning is a personal and political encounter, with possibili-
ties for personal and social transformation.

Theory of Social Transformation

Michael Welton (1993) argues that it is the crisis of the lifeworld and eco-
system that has led to the rise of New Social Movements (NSMs) and 
that adult educators and action researchers need to position themselves as 
a bridge between educational venues and social movements to retain the 
radical heritage of adult education. Freire (1970; also Shor & Freire, 1987) 
discuss the importance of educator- researchers being tactically inside a 
system, promoting structural change inside a system while drawing sup-
port from social movement allies who are strategically outside the system. 
Thus, the sustainability pedagogy deliberately sought to bring participants 
into contact with social movement activists.

Further, living systems theory challenges some of the conceptions of 
social transformation implicit in social movements. The ideas that struc-
tures and societies can be reengineered and rationally designed and that 
bodies and minds can be reconstructed are all part of scientism, that 
considers matter as passive, mechanistic, and infinitely reconstructible 
(Ruether, 1992, p. 197). Living systems theory moves from a different 
premise; that is, we are radically interrelated to all aspects of the living 
system and it is merely a symptom of our fragmented thinking that per-
ceives humans as separate and able to control external elements. Rather 
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than a reductionist and mechanistic view of the world, living systems the-
ory offers a holistic, organic view where all elements—cells, bodies, social 
systems, and ecosystems—are all dynamically organized and intricately 
balanced systems (Macy & Young Brown, 1998). Typically, systems are 
self- regulating, such as the Earth or our bodies, by constantly receiving 
feedback and adjusting to maintain “f lux- equilibrium” (Macy & Young 
Brown, 1998, p. 41). When significant stress occurs, these systems either 
fall apart or adapt by spontaneously reorganizing themselves. When such 
bifurcation points emerge, both order and disorder are created simulta-
neously (Capra, 1996). How can this biological understanding of change 
account for the self- ref lexive consciousness of humans and societies with 
specific legitimations of social power? In other words, how can a power 
analysis be integrated with a living systems analysis?

Macy and Young Brown (1998), Korten (2006), Hawken (2007), 
and Edwards (2005) all suggest that the self- organizing of small groups 
globally— groups that are not centrally organized but diverse, spontane-
ous, and emergent—constitute a new social change practice. Rather than 
waiting for key visionary and charismatic leaders, leaders arise organically 
from within small global communities to create change in their immedi-
ate environs. In this way, oppositional resistance founded on social analy-
sis is still an important form of action, but the importance of enacting 
alternatives as another form of social action ought to be privileged, partic-
ularly to drain legitimacy and power from the dominant system.

As a student of Gandhi, Naess (1988) suggests that this can be done by 
cultivating insight into the oneness of all life and shifting perceptual pro-
cesses that see separation and difference toward a widening and deepening 
of the sense of self. Nurturing a consciousness shift on the part of indi-
viduals who take on ever expanding circles of identification—from indi-
vidual ego and self- interest toward an expanded sense of self, particularly 
an ecological self and a social self—constitutes an alternative cognition. 
From this way of being one names and acts against a relation of injus-
tice but does so with compassion for those bound by the relation—those 
implicated in the dominator and dominated aspects of the social relation. 
In this way, social action has less chance of reproducing the hierarchical 
and power- over relations that it is challenging. As well, it does not rail at a 
wall of power indiscriminately, using up all its resources and energy. Like 
the heron silently watching and waiting in the water, it is an active stillness 
that is vigilant, aware, and waiting for opportunities. Quickly, suddenly, 
the heron seizes its fish. So, social change is as much preparation, position-
ing, and timing as well as finding appropriate opportunities for decisive 
action (Ming- Dao, 1992, p. 14). Nevertheless, when directly attacked in 
some way, there has been preparation for an immediate response that stays 
true to a certain way- of- being rather than reproducing the relation of 
dominance (Ming- Dao, 1992, p. 33).

Finally, one can borrow the power of existing social forces rather than 
struggling and grasping for power. Like f lying a kite, one can harness the 
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forces that are naturally occurring in a system and using initiative, borrow 
that energy and redirect it as a way to make change (Ming- Dao, 1992, 
p. 35). In a fundamental way, this is a reinvention of power as Freire (1970) 
conceived it, responding to changing contexts. In this way, members of a 
community become agents of emancipatory change as they expand their 
sense of self, tell new stories, enact alternative social processes, engage in 
active stillness together with prepared action, and redirect energies. At 
a broader level, as all things are connected, the energy that is changed 
in one social field ripples outward into other social fields and into larger 
nested systems, creating a social transformation. Intentional engagements 
in many places can converge and quite suddenly result in the emergence 
of a new system. Nevertheless, patience is required as chaos can reign for 
some time before the shape of the transformation reveals itself. As Macy 
and Young Brown (1998) say, “out of darkness, the new is born” (p. 45).

Engaging in a Critical Living Practice of PAR

From 1998 to 2004, I put this reconceptualization of PAR into practice 
as part of a course on sustainability, offered through university exten-
sion. The course has run five times with a total of fifty- two participants. 
The participants self- select the course Transforming Your Working and 
Living from a description that indicates that participants will be engaged 
in understanding the impact of the global economy on their daily life 
and in transforming their work based on principles that are personally 
meaningful, contribute to community needs, balance family/individual 
well- being, and respect the natural world. This creates a community of 
interest. While I describe the details of the course pedagogy and impact 
elsewhere (Lange, 2001; 2004; in press), I offer a brief description of key 
elements here.

The participants begin the PAR process by carrying out a social critique 
of the issues that brought them into the course. This process assists par-
ticipants in positioning their experiences within a larger socio- politico-
 historical context. They also analyze their work genealogy by identifying 
the key norms that function in workplaces and in the culture at large 
and produces new understandings about the positive and negative impacts 
of these norms. While visiting numerous small community businesses, 
 nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), and individuals who are enact-
ing sustainability, they become aware of how sustainability practices can 
be manifested, the principles and values people hold that inform these 
practices, and the normalizing elements in dominant practices that eclipse 
the visibility of alternatives. This exposure often provokes a surfacing 
of the implicit assumptions they hold, enhancing their capacity for self-
 ref lection and social analysis, and shifts their normative frameworks. They 
track their consumption, relationship patterns, and work habits as a way 
to further heighten their consciousness of ingrained cultural norms. By 
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identifying the ethics by which they want to live and resurfacing impor-
tant values that have been submerged under the deluge of expectations 
during the life course, they are able to rethink the habits by which they 
actually live. By exploring numerous ideas from sustainability theory, they 
are able to envision how these habits might be changed. Tracing how their 
daily activities, such as drinking coffee or eating a banana or wearing a 
cotton shirt, have social, economic, and environmental impacts globally 
informs them about structural power relations of privilege and exploita-
tion. Finally, through several elaborate processes, they create a plan for 
action that will enact their principles, provide possibilities for personal 
well- being and social solidarity, and address larger socioenvironmental 
issues.

In a longitudinal study of the course impact, the participants express 
that they come to see themselves as acting against the grain or believing 
in countercultural values. They continually demonstrate a deep awareness 
of being by describing how they see themselves situated within intimate 
social relations, global socioeconomic relations, and Earth relations. They 
describe how they try to foster these entwined relations in just and sustain-
able ways, whether at the micropolitical level in the home or the macropo-
litical level through consumption patterns and social movement activities. 
Having come into contact during the class with individuals involved in 
various social movements, this often becomes a bridge for their involve-
ment in those social movements or a motivation to become active in other 
types of civic volunteerism—from political parties to unions to public 
health—although these involvements ebb and f low over time. They claim 
that the course provides a map of the people and organizations that can 
continually nurture their new social analytic capabilities and reinforce 
new habits. Most importantly, they perceive themselves as part of a larger 
global movement for sustainability that is working for social and environ-
mental justice. They also assert that it is vital for them to gather regularly 
for support and accountability as a group and they have chosen on occa-
sion to engage in collective education or action initiatives. Overall, they 
are continually transforming their way of being in the world, experienced 
initially through the PAR process, which has persisted over time.

Conclusion

Thus, this critical living practice of PAR weaves the three strands of PAR 
together with new premises from living systems theory and sustainabil-
ity theory. As part of sustainability education, traditional origins of PAR 
offer a strong structural analysis of social and economic systems while 
sustainability theory offers a strong cultural and philosophical analysis. 
Living systems theory disrupts modernist, fragmented thought through 
an ontology of wholeness, connectedness, and paradox. A reconceptual-
ized PAR includes an epistemology that acknowledges deeper levels of 
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change reaching the emotions, body, and spirit and creates an ecological 
consciousness in addition to transformed cognitive and political under-
standings. Such an ecological postmodern view of PAR fosters a new 
ethical and moral sensibility, and imagination for change. Through a ped-
agogy of questions and engagement, PAR is no longer a tool for education, 
research, and social action but a way of being that is imprinted throughout 
the process. The embodied action experienced in a PAR process continues 
past the educational engagement as participants continue to reappropriate 
knowledge and evaluate their daily thinking and action to cohere with 
sustainability values. Rather than seeing themselves as separate and auton-
omous, they exemplify a sense of deep relatedness to all life forms and a 
striving to be in just and sustainable relations, despite conf licting tensions 
and paradoxes. They constantly move between personal- political change 
and public- political change where they understand their every action and 
every relationship as part of the larger collective for social change. Thus, 
PAR can be a moving, elastic, critical, and living process that is not time-
 specific but is carried within people. Like f lowing energy, it circulates out-
ward through their intentions and actions to impact others and is likewise 
shaped by the actions and intentions of others in this global movement. 
Like a living form, the end or goal cannot be specified but is indetermi-
nate and uncertain. Nevertheless, these actions can form self- organizing 
systems that merge to engage in counterhegemonic critique, analysis, and 
action and then may disperse again before they take another form. This 
critical living practice of PAR illustrates that a reconceptualized practice 
of participatory action research is a living web of complexity where person 
and context are inseparable and new possibilities for knowing, doing, and 
being are ever emergent, ever creating new possibilities for sustainability.
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C H A P T E R  T E N

Chara chimwe hachitswanyi inda: 
Indigenizing Science Education in Zimbabwe

Edward Sh izha

Introduction

In Zimbabwe, as elsewhere in Africa, local communities had well-
 developed indigenous knowledge systems for environmental manage-
ment and coping strategies, making them more resilient to environmental 
change. This knowledge had, and still has, a high degree of acceptability 
among the majority of populations in which it has been produced and 
preserved. These communities can easily identify with this knowledge, 
and it facilitates their understanding of indigenous scientific processes for 
environmental management, including disaster prevention, preparedness, 
response, and mitigation (Kamara, 2007). Community engagement is 
an ongoing, arduous, and necessary process for developing effective sci-
ence promotion programs that incorporate indigenous perspectives and 
epistemologies.

Before the imposition of hegemonic Western “civilization,” education 
in Zimbabwe was purely indigenous and participatory. The community 
was the school and the teacher. Colonization introduced imperial and 
capitalist individualistic values that were alien to indigenous communities 
(Shizha, 2005) and which partially destroyed the foundation of indige-
nous people’s existence. With more emphasis now being placed on acquir-
ing Western values, a new indigenous elite that was created gradually set 
aside the holistic, lifelong, and utilitarian education system and adopted 
Eurocentric education as the alternative and more rewarding system since 
it was associated with capitalist values of economic rewards. However, the 
valuable nature of African indigenous knowledge remained recognized to 
the extent that today, the call in most African societies is for a renaissance 
of indigeneity, albeit in a modified form. This chapter explores the place 
of community and participatory action research in indigenizing science in 
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Zimbabwe and how teachers may adopt indigenous participatory meth-
odologies in defining and utilizing science as a community product. The 
chapter also discusses how indigenous knowledge is practiced outside 
the formal education system but resisted by professionals in preference to 
the Eurocentric science.

The Historical and Cultural Location of 
Participatory Research in Zimbabwe

Zimbabwe has two major indigenous ethnic and sociolinguistic groups, 
namely, the Shona and Ndebele speakers, constituting more than 
70  percent and more than 15 percent of the population, respectively, while 
several indigenous minority ethnic groups such as the Venda, Tonga, 
Ndau, Kalanga, and Sotho constitute slightly more than 12 percent of 
the population (Peresuh & Masuku, 2002). Zimbabweans are essentially a 
rural people, with nearly three quarters of the population living in com-
munal lands or on commercial farms. Only one quarter lives in towns 
and very few of these forget their rural roots. They see their true homes 
as somewhere in the rural area, in the community where they were born. 
The community forms the basis of relationships between the living, the 
unborn, and the deceased, and it has a strong importance in indigenous 
people’s spiritual and social lives being a place where a person finds life’s 
meaning. It is a great virtue in Zimbabwean culture to be a commu-
nity participant and many people view marginalization from the com-
munity as the cause of economic, social, cultural, spiritual, and mental 
poverty. My concern in this chapter is the presentation of the commonal-
ity and solidarity that exists as core values in social and economic devel-
opment among indigenous communities in Zimbabwe. My argument is 
that indigenous Zimbabweans are not individualistic when it comes to 
issues of social development. Collaboration and participatory action have 
always been philosophical and ethical concerns in indigenous communi-
ties as depicted by the proverb Chara chimwe hachitswanyi inda (An individ-
ual cannot succeed by working alone). Despite disruptions, disjuncture, 
and dislocations resulting from colonization, indigenous people resisted 
individualism in favor of kubatana/ukubambana (togetherness), which is the 
essence of the philosophy of unhu/ubuntu.

The history of indigeneity in Zimbabwe is long, hovering around 
interrogating metropolitan scholars’ pretentions in stif ling indige-
nous epistemologies and methodologies perceived as not independently 
authoritative, except under metropolitan investigators’ guidance and 
approval (Masolo, 2003). Since colonial invasions, indigenous culture has 
weathered rapid change (Mkabela, 2005), while indigenous people were 
redefined based on Anglo- Saxon ethnocentric prejudices. Africans were 
judged in Eurocentric contexts and not in terms of their own sociocul-
tural realities. Therefore, in order for an individual/community to be 
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admitted into a “civilized” society, that individual/community had to 
abandon its indigenous practices (Ocholla, 2007), which were central to 
their  socioeconomic development.

Traditional ecological knowledge, which was shared community 
knowledge, played an integral role in environmental protection and resto-
ration (Shizha, 2007). However, colonial misinterpretations defined it as 
mythical and mystical despite its applicability to indigenous people’s health 
systems, agricultural production, agroforestry, and biodiversity. In terms 
of Eurocentric ideology, indigenous ecological knowledge was perceived 
as “irrational ignorant knowledge” (Shizha, 2005, p. 70). Only positivist 
explanations from Western philosophy were perceived as the source of 
scientific knowledge. The belief that Indigenes need Occidental scientists 
was/is patronizing and presumptuous (Coombes, 2007). As a response to 
neocolonial Eurocentric modernization theory, “critics of African devel-
opment such as Julius Nyerere of Tanzania argued that any meaningful 
development could only be achieved if the people’s culture and popu-
lar knowledges were integrated into the process” (Mulenga, 1999, p. 3). 
African scholars have become very critical of development programs that 
marginalize indigenous people and their sciences in favor of hegemonic 
Western colonizing science that produces “universal histories,” define 
“civilization,” and determine “reality” (Semali, 1999).

Colonial definitions of reality produced a mentally colonized gen-
eration that does not understand, recognize, and appreciate indigenous 
knowledge. This is a generation that associates learning with learning 
from above through indoctrination and banking education rather than in 
transformative processes. Arguably, this situation has produced an intel-
lectually “colonized” mindset. Moreover, if ever indigenous knowledge 
was incorporated in people’s lives, it was often premised on a distinction 
that Indigenes are locally embedded while decision makers are exoge-
nous to local circumstance (Coombes, 2007). This entrenches bias in the 
notion that providers of indigenous knowledge cannot simultaneously per-
form the role of decision makers and competently advance veritable and 
authentic reality from such knowledge constructs (Shizha, 2007). Even 
within today’s “inclusionary” science, if ever it is practiced at all, indig-
enous knowledge has been recast as valued local knowledge, something 
which renders it parochial and, therefore, of limited applicability. Evidence 
is abundant that indigenous knowledge systems throughout Africa are the 
bedrock of indigenous communities’ survival. Numerous examples (e.g., 
Kaniki & Mphahlele, 2002) show how indigenous knowledge thrives in 
traditional community development, farming practices (soil conservation, 
intercropping, farm rotation), and food technology (fermentation tech-
niques, preservation). These skills, knowledge, and attitudes, were and are 
still shared, adapted, and refined to sustain communities, and bring devel-
opment in areas such as healing (e.g., traditional/herbal medicine, phys-
ical, and mental fitness), nutrition (e.g., vegetarian cuisine), wealth (e.g., 
intellectual property, ecotourism), education (e.g., customs, traditions, 
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culture, language), and politics (conf lict resolution through matare or 
indaba [official meeting forum or chief ’s court]).

Defining Participatory Action Research in 
the Indigenous Context

Participatory research involves the people and communities that are 
researched for the production of knowledge. The community should 
actively take part in defining their social and cultural realities within their 
cultural settings. According to Mulenga (1994), it refers to

an emancipatory approach to knowledge production and utilization. 
Its main aim is to actively involve the oppressed and disenfranchised 
people in the collective investigation of reality in order to transform 
their reality. (p. 11)

Kemmis and McTaggart (1988) add that participatory research is “a collec-
tive self- ref lective enquiry undertaken by participants in social situations 
in order to improve . . . their own social practices” (p. 5). Thus, partici-
patory research simultaneously contributes to basic knowledge in social 
science and social action in everyday life, and should produce collective, 
locally controlled knowledge that leads to action on problems directly and 
immediately affects the people (Mulenga, 1998). I should also add that 
participatory action involves equalizing power and control in decision-
 making processes by according voice to all those involved in particular 
situational activities. Participatory research has a long history and conti-
nuity in indigenous communities in Zimbabwe since it has always been 
part of community life with knowledge production and utilization being 
always a collaborative activity requiring total involvement of and com-
mitment from community members. The dare/indaba or official meeting 
forum was/is the place where issues were/are debated and shared decisions 
made for the good of the community. Although there were and are gender 
power relations in decision making, diverse opinions and voices, irrespec-
tive of gender differences, are given audience and space to elicit multiple 
viewpoints before a consensus is reached. Collective decisions are what 
rationalize the collective and rural community life in Zimbabwe.

Community participation is equivalent to participation action research, 
synonymous with indigenous life, which is about what local people know 
and do and have known and done for generations (Shizha, 2007). The 
ability to use community knowledge produced from local history and 
memories provides important skills critical to survival in an African con-
text, thus, what local people know about their environment must be 
included in the planning and implementation process of “official” knowl-
edge production. If participatory action research is about empowering 
communities and democratic approaches to knowledge production and 
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utilization, then rural communities in Zimbabwe are deeply involved in 
it as they deal with their problems utilizing the natural environments in a 
way that benefits their communities. Thus, the principal issues of inquiry 
place community life and knowledge acquisition in an Afrocentric dia-
lectic that engages people in critical scientific conversations that solve the 
health, spiritual, mental, and economic problems that they may encounter. 
While interacting with the natural environment, they discover knowl-
edge useful to their socioeconomic lives. Essentially, recognition of indig-
enous knowledge and the role of communities in participatory creation 
and discoveries should resuscitate African epistemology in the “official” 
knowledge discourse and enforce a corrective critical theory of African 
science education and knowledge. It should radicalize elitist approaches to 
knowledge creation and focus on reconstructive and transformative sci-
ence that is meaningful and dependable in a democratic society. As Fals-
 Borda (1988) observes, people’s knowledge is a critical recovery of history 
that has taken years of research to prove its existence and of the enormous 
value so often ignored and devalued by the so- called expert knowledge. In 
any case, indigenous knowledge constructions in Zimbabwe have always 
been based on participatory creativity, and the goal of the participatory 
process has always been to be as inclusive as possible in collecting views 
from across the community population.

Unhu/ubuntu and the Concept of Community Participation

Community is an essential component of participatory action in Zimbabwe 
since it brings people together and imprints individuals with their social 
and cultural identity. The community is a strong cultural, social, political, 
and economic institution and the basis of the philosophy of unhu/ubuntu, 
an ethic or humanist philosophy focusing on people’s allegiances and rela-
tions with each other. Concerning unhu/ubuntu, Archbishop Desmond 
Tutu (1999) elaborates,

A person with ubuntu is open and available to others, affirming of 
others, does not feel threatened that others are able and good, for he 
or she has a proper self- assurance that comes from knowing that he 
or she belongs in a greater whole and is diminished when others are 
humiliated or diminished, when others are tortured or oppressed.

While some scholars, like Mbigi (1997), describe ubuntu/unhu in terms 
of brotherhood, unhu/ubuntu is a multifacetted concept. Samkange and 
Samkange (1980, pp. 6–7) highlight three maxims of unhuism or ubuntu-
ism that shape this philosophy: The first maxim asserts that “To be human 
is to affirm one’s humanity by recognizing the humanity of others and, 
on that basis, establish respectful human relations with them.” The sec-
ond maxim means that “if and when one is faced with a decisive choice 
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between wealth and the preservation of the life of another human being, 
then one should opt for the preservation of life.” The third maxim as a 
principle deeply embedded in traditional African political philosophy says 
that “the king owed his status, including all the powers associated with 
it, to the will of the people under him.” Unhu embodies all the invalu-
able virtues that society strives for toward maintaining harmony and the 
spirit of sharing among its members. Unhu banishes individualism and 
embodies a representative role, in which the individual effectively stands 
for the people (Mogobe, 2003). The individual identity is replaced with 
the larger societal identity within the individual. Community is greater 
than the individual. In the spirit of ubuntu, collective unity will see to 
every person’s survival. In turn, every person is expected to be loyal to 
the collective cause.

The origins of the concept of unhu/ubuntu can be found in traditional 
African culture where brotherhood and collective responsibility are placed 
above individual initiative and self- sufficiency, and where the group takes 
care of the needs of individuals. In Zimbabwe, the Shona and Ndebele 
languages abound with proverbs that express the importance attached to 
community. For instance, the Shona people have a proverb: Shiri yakang-
wara inovaka dendere neminhenga yedzimwe shiri, which means a clever bird 
builds its nest with other birds’ feathers. And in Ndebele, the expression 
isisu somhamb’asingakanani translates as the stomach of a traveller is small, 
meaning that the community looks after other people. Unhu/ubuntu is an 
accepted collective way of life. This philosophy of mutuality in social life 
contrasts with the Western or Eurocentric philosophy of social life that 
is based on individual initiative and competition (Shizha, 2006). Belief 
in the interdependence and solidarity of the group means not only that 
the good is distributed, but also the bad: by harming the other, the self is 
harmed. In other words, if I debase you, I debase myself (Mogobe, 2003). 
Looking at the attributes of the collectivism and unhu/ubuntu and relating 
those to the earlier definitions of participatory research, we can see that 
their orientation toward sharing is typically suited to participatory research 
involving “authentic participation” and “involvement” (Mulenga, 1998).

Indigenous Knowledge and the Human 
Experience in Zimbabwe

An important aspect of life in rural Zimbabwe is the extent to which 
indigenous knowledge is an attribute of a whole range of human experi-
ence at the intersection of the complete body of knowledge, know- how, 
and practices maintained and developed by a collective of people who use 
the knowledge in their everyday lives. In the traditional worldview, envi-
ronmental resources (land, water, animals, and plants) are not just pro-
duction factors with economic significance but they also have their place 
within the sanctity of nature (Kamara, 2007; Ocholla, 2007). Indigenous 
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knowledge is therefore an essential element of the livelihoods of many 
local communities. A major challenge that African countries continue to 
face is how to reconcile indigenous knowledge and Western science with-
out substituting each other, respecting the two sets of values, and building 
synergy on their respective strengths.

Rural people in Zimbabwe have been using indigenous knowledge from 
time immemorial. Despite the inf luence of Western values that sought 
to colonize their knowledge, the indigenous people in Zimbabwe suc-
ceeded in resisting total enculturation into a foreign culture. As reported 
by Shizha (2007), they have continued to use their traditional ecological 
knowledge that includes physical sciences and related ethnotechnologies, 
social sciences, and humanities. As Atte (1989) points out,

In all those fields, each rural group has developed knowledge encom-
passing theory, concepts, interrelations, factual data and attributive 
information of a high degree of accuracy. Such knowledge is so good 
that such societies have been able to exploit them both for social orga-
nizations and productive endeavors to maintain the group. (p. 7)

The process of cognitive mapping, acquiring, coding, and decoding infor-
mation described by Atte should be studied, recognized, and acknowl-
edged as a possible basis for dialogue and for information exchange with 
rural farmers, who are often assumed to be ignorant according to top-
 down technology transfer approaches. Whereas indigenous Zimbabwean 
ways of knowing have previously been misunderstood and misinterpreted 
in colonial discourses, indigenous knowledge has their relevance in defin-
ing the African personhood (Ngara, 2007).

There are assumptions that indigenous knowledge is not scientific, but 
what we know about its use among indigenous Zimbabweans is that it has 
worked for the people and it continues to work for them. Participation in 
knowledge production has contributed to a peoples’ science that serves 
the people and not the status quo and those who control the validation 
and legitimation of science. People’s science involves what Paolo Freire 
popularized as alternative approach to learning or investigation (investiga-
cion tematica) in which the learner or investigator is committed to cultural 
action for conscientization (Freire, 1970). Admittedly, cultural action is 
synonymous with community participation in knowledge production. 
Rural communities are replete with evidence of scientific principles that 
are applied in community mobilization and development and recognize 
science as every part of all people (Mulenga, 1998). For example, the use 
of mishonga (traditional herbal medicines) and traditional healing systems 
use scientific knowledge that has been constructed and utilized by rural 
communities for many years. Community- based health practices should 
not be considered immutable. They are always open to negotiation, crea-
tivity, and constant reinvention as new medicinal methods are discovered 
and the need to conserve some plants becomes desirable.
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Conservation and sustainable use of trees and medicinal plants is a 
community responsibility that is implemented by preventing logging 
(Ramphele, 2004). These practices, including consultation of n’anga (tra-
ditional healers) and vadzimu (ancestral spirits), are the backbone of indige-
nous people’s health system (Shizha, 2007). Before the introduction of cash 
crops, such as cotton, sunf lower, and tobacco, and the use of chemicals in 
agriculture, community knowledge about soil type and seed varieties was 
important to crop production in rural communities. In Zimbabwe, the 
use of cattle manure, kraal, homestead rotation, and selection of indige-
nous crops, such as finger millet, have been used to maintain soil fertility. 
Ignoring the role of indigenous knowledge is tantamount to stripping the 
indigenous Zimbabweans of their cultural and historical identity.

Science Education, Indigeneity, and 
Community Experiences

Education science in Zimbabwe is largely Eurocentric, and indigenous 
science and technology are historically and presently generally unrecog-
nized or extremely discounted. We, as African academics, are stuck in our 
apologetic frame of mind, demeaning our histories and commemorations, 
while blindly adopting and advancing the Western theoretical frame-
works of science. It is problematic that science education lacks indigenous 
culture- specific knowledge and ignores the voices of these multicatego-
ries of community knowledges. We should feel ashamed of our exclusivist 
approaches to reading science and to the inappropriateness of our con-
ceptualization of science as stereotypically Western without situating it in 
particular experiences. This fact is most evident in a simple review of most 
school, college, and university textbooks; the overwhelming majority does 
not mention indigeneity, except for an occasional reference to animal life 
(nonhuman), mineral sources, or plant life (Zulu, 2006). Difference and 
diversity are at the core of contemporary society and are acceptably perva-
sive and inevitable attributes of postmodern society. Postmodernism, as a 
form of inquiry examines knowledge by challenging the monovision and 
monolithic way of its interpretation. Community- based approaches to sci-
ence teaching and learning are related to postmodernist inf luences and 
treat with respect all versions of cultural and symbolic capital that belong 
to different social and cultural milieu to prevent the symbolic struggle 
between antagonistic worldviews (Shizha, 2006). This perspective calls 
for a critical discourse regarding the utility of indigenous theoretical and 
philosophical ideas and positioning them at the center of science educa-
tional policy formation (Zulu, 2006).

A version of sciences that is ref lected in schools and proliferated by 
policy makers, educational planners, and teachers reinforces the intellec-
tual division of labour that mirrors relations of production. In these rela-
tions, knowledge is a social and economic product that disempowers the 
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indigenous students and indigenous communities and serves the interests 
of the dominant class (Mulenga, 1998). The bigoted modernist mind- set 
of academic professionals facilitates the domination and exploitation of 
the “powerless.” In Zimbabwe, teachers and educational institutions are 
reluctant to include communities and their indigenous knowledge in con-
structing science knowledge. According to Shizha (2005, 2006, 2007), 
teachers do not see the participation of parents and community leaders in 
their science curriculum as necessary.

Indigenous participatory action is educational and “educated” profes-
sionals should contribute to the development of the community through 
school programmes that are the “antithesis of the individualistic, elitist, 
capitalist, competitive culture in which we have been schooled” (Mulenga, 
1998, p. 39). As academic professionals we are disconnected from society 
and continually disregard the role of the community in the decision- making 
process that affects their children and their welfare. Decision making is 
important in school programs that involve the participation of local peo-
ple. Even in instances where we have involved parents, participation has 
been restricted to discussing tuition fees and provision of infrastructure. 
Within this limited participatory paradigm, the issue of power relations 
can be hidden in the discourse of “inclusiveness.” Although parents may 
seem to have some form of voice in the school forum, final decisions and 
the control of the decision process still remains in the hands of educational 
professionals. Decisions should not be the total responsibility of govern-
ment institutions and professional organizations that monopolize power 
and control, but decision making should be localized and be a down- top 
or horizontal process.

In Zimbabwean schools, the involvement of parents and other com-
munity members in pedagogical practices or participation in implement-
ing science programs is perceived as an invasion of and intrusion on the 
professionals’ authority (Shizha, 2007). Educational institutions and the 
“intelligentsia gate- keepers,” that is, teachers and other academics, con-
tinue to practice the politics of difference and the colonial politics of con-
trol (Shizha, 2005, 2006) whereby the powerful use their inf luence to 
decide on behalf of the poor and powerless. Traditionally and historically, 
science teaching and knowledge production has been inappropriate, and 
continues to be inappropriate, because it serves to advance the politics of 
colonial control. Oppression and external control marginalizes and ren-
ders indigenous epistemologies and methodologies systemically and insti-
tutionally ineffective. The state and its bureaucracy, through unrealistic 
or manipulative demands for control, technical competence, and financial 
accountability, have often played an undermining role to the implemen-
tation of indigenous epistemology and ontology (Mazonde & Thomas, 
2007). Definitions of science, in Zimbabwe, are dominated by cultural 
hegemony, cultural biases, and cultural irregularities that demean indig-
enous people’s worldviews. Given the negative impact of inappropriate 
research with indigenous communities, there is an urgent need for an 
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ethical research approach based on consultation, strong community par-
ticipation, and methods that acknowledge indigenous ways of knowing 
(Smith, 1999).

From various fields of study, challenges are now arising as to how sci-
ence is defined and the nature of science itself as a cultural manifestation. 
Science is not value- free; it is shaped by our culture. Indeed, as Harding 
(1986) has argued, those who refuse to question the way science is prac-
ticed are avoiding the “scrutiny that science recommends for all other 
regularities of life” (p. 56). In Zimbabwe, science is viewed as an exclu-
sive and private domain of professionals and the “educated” elite (Shizha, 
2007). As a cultural construct, science belongs to a community and not 
individuals (Semali, 1999). Unfortunately, professionals and educators, 
in their colonial mentality, are reluctant to engage the community in 
knowledge production thus marginalizing indigenous ways of knowing. 
Indigenous knowledge is about cooperation, dialogue, and collaboration 
in the process of knowledge production. Community- based ownership 
and control of both scientific knowledge and its application are crucial 
to participation within local communities (Mazonde & Thomas, 2007). 
Schools are communities in miniature; hence collaborative creativity 
should be at the center of the education process. From this perspective 
knowledge is a process of social interaction that takes place within a 
framework of participation whereby the learner acquires the necessary 
skills, tools, beliefs, and values to actively participate in and experience 
community life. The learning process is constructed around people’s 
everyday life thus contributing to holistic and interconnected experi-
ences. Utilizing people’s experiential knowledge gives communities co- 
ownership of natural resources and knowledge construction (Fischer, 
Muchapondwa, & Sterner, 2005). Therefore, indigenous epistemology 
as a representation of the local people, constructed by the people, and 
controlled by the people themselves, should be ref lected in informal and 
formal learning situations.

Experiential knowledge should, in large measure, be visible in edu-
cational settings. School science, in Zimbabwe, negates and invalidates 
the cultural realities and manifestations, and cultural representations of 
constructed local realities, which determine people’s social being, think-
ing, behavior, and connectedness (Shizha, 2007). The basic knowledge 
structures that the average African child brings to school have been col-
lectively constructed and transmitted through a participatory and collec-
tivist model of learning with a community focus (Ngara, 2007). Formal 
education [schooling] is a contested terrain, which is traversed by com-
peting and contradictory constructions of knowledge. The contestations 
and contradictions can be overcome if academic institutions in Zimbabwe 
resist pedagogic hegemony and take cognizance of the importance of the 
communities in which they are located. Local communities should be uti-
lized as vital resources for knowledge production. Since knowledge is 
a product of people’s sociocultural milieu, communities are the active 
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cultural fields for creating scientific knowledge (Shizha, 2006). If the com-
munity gets involved and schools can initiate pedagogies that constitute 
historical representations of difference, these representations would con-
stitute an acknowledgement that knowledge diversity is a feature of the 
contemporary schooling enterprise.

Community knowledge, which is collectively owned, and community 
participation are vital to successful educational programs. Participatory 
methods produce knowledge that is valid and reliable, representing con-
text specific ways of knowing the indigenous world. The most general 
characteristic of the process of indigenous learning that may itself have an 
inf luence on the delivery of education is its contextualization. Indigenous 
knowledge is typically tied to and incarnated in specific social, cultural, and 
economic activities within the concerned community, and it is typically 
acquired by some form of participation in those activities (Semali, 1999). 
Much of formal and/or organized education in African schools, however, 
is largely decontexutalized and involves learning things—and learning in 
ways—that show little relation with the social, cultural, and economic 
habits of the host community. Centralized, top- down approaches to edu-
cation and development have left the rural poor increasingly dependent 
on public provision with no sense of ownership over their own destiny 
(Chilisa & Preece, 2005). Unquestionably, sometimes there is an inevi-
table tension between the curriculum planners’ values and those of the 
communities they serve and institutionally pressurized academics requir-
ing a constant trade- off between the ideology of participation and the 
reality of the educational process (Mulenga, 1999). This problem can be 
resolved by realizing that indigenous knowledge and school science are 
socially and culturally constructed and a product of the collective con-
sciousness and actions of people within their communities (Shizha, 2006). 
As pointed out by Anisur Rahman (1985),

the distinctive viewpoint of PAR [recognizes that the] domination of 
masses by elites is rooted not only in the polarization of control over 
the means of material production but also over the means of knowl-
edge production, including . . . the social power to determine what is 
valid or useful knowledge. (p. 119)

The example of Communal Areas Management Programme for Indigenous 
Resources (CAMPFIRE) discussed in the following text illustrates how 
integration of indigenous and Western science contributes to better lives 
for the people.

Community Participation through CAMPFIRE

Zimbabwe’s CAMPFIRE is widely regarded as one of Africa’s most suc-
cessful contemporary conservation initiatives involving indigenous people. 
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It permits the residents of communal lands to share in the benefits generated 
by wildlife utilization on their lands (Murombedzi, 1999). CAMPFIRE 
assumes that conservation and development goals can be achieved by cre-
ating strong collective tenure over wildlife resources in communal lands. 
From fauna and f lora, communal people engage in extracting medicinal 
product and herbs that are important to manage their health. Through 
CAMPFIRE, indigenous people integrate professional advice and their 
indigenous perspectives to living in harmony with their natural environ-
ment but benefit from both at the same time. Indigenous people use their 
knowledge to manage and control diseases that can affect them and their 
cattle. The knowledge can be codified and classified according to its use-
fulness in maintaining ecological balance. For instance, indigenous people 
know which type of bush and tree is important for treating different types 
of diseases, which trees cannot be used for firewood and so forth. They 
also use their indigenous knowledge of the cosmos to plan agriculture 
activities and tracking animal movements.

Community knowledge and personal observation within the local 
environment covers pertinent angles often overlooked or neglected by 
the “objective positivist techniques” that are being taught in schools. 
Within CAMPFIRE projects indigenous people can predict droughts as 
well as weather- related diseases by watching the movements of celestial 
bodies in combination with observing the date of emergence of certain 
plant species that might affect their crops. Such early warning signals of 
an approaching environmental disaster are used to determine any pre-
ventive measures, prepare for mitigation, and decide on the course of the 
community in using the natural resources. Similarly, estimates of animal 
fertility can be drawn from such forecasts with implication on stock-
ing rates and density. This knowledge is little used in schools and less 
researched so far. The VaTonga and VaKorekore in the Zambezi Valley 
learn names of the animals and plants, their behavioral patterns, and eco-
logical factors under which they f lourish. They keep inventory of species 
and records of those that disappear. They assign names to new plants and 
animals. The taxonomy ref lects the use of plants for medicinal, social, 
economic, or cultural usefulness or other determining characteristics, as 
in the case of poisonous plants. Sometimes biological or ecological fea-
tures of the species are ref lected in the names, such as muchetura (for poi-
sonous plant). This taxonomy of important species is then incorporated 
into everyday knowledge of the community. Knowledge of traditional 
practices has not yet sufficiently been integrated into the formal educa-
tional and health domains in Zimbabwe, a missed opportunity for cul-
turally appropriate programs.

CAMPFIRE has been cast as an antidote to colonial legacy of tech-
nocratic and authoritarian development that had undermined people’s 
control over their environment and criminalized their science and use of 
natural resources (Alexander & McGregor, 2000). From a developmen-
tal perspective, CAMPFIRE ameliorates the chronic nutrition status 
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of the indigenous people who had been depending on food aid from 
donor agencies. The liberatory nature of the program can be discerned 
from a community leader who was sent to confront local government 
authorities with their project proposal with these words: “Tell them that 
these are our animals and these are our plans. We will not accept any changes 
imposed by others.” The program has rekindled a proprietorial attitude 
toward wildlife and natural resources in general. The interaction of 
indigenous people with wildlife, as promoted by CAMPFIRE, trans-
forms indigenous peoples’ lives into a culturally and biologically rich 
and sustainable future.

Conclusion

Indigenous knowledge is a precious national resource that can facilitate the 
process of disaster prevention, preparedness, and response in cost- effective, 
participatory, and sustainable ways. It is an important resource to science 
education that can be utilized profitably in schools to generate knowl-
edge that is meaningful to students and their communities. Specifically, 
from time immemorial, natural disaster management in Africa has been 
deeply rooted in local communities that apply and use indigenous knowl-
edge to master and monitor social development and for survival. Without 
this knowledge many African communities would simply not be able to 
survive. Sadly, academic and other professionals in their desire to achieve 
Eurocentric modernization, bureaucratization, sophisticated economy, 
and a lifestyle that is closer to that of the Western world have formed 
an elite group that is not open to accommodating indigenous epistemol-
ogy and methodologies that favor organized community involvement. 
Indigenous knowledge provides the basis for problem- solving strategies 
for local communities and represents an important component of global 
knowledge on development issues. Incorporating indigenous knowledge 
into science education and utilizing learning strategies from indigenous 
perspectives by investigating first what local communities know and have, 
can improve understanding of local conditions and provide a productive 
context for activities designed to help communities and making science 
education an exciting people’s science project.
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C H A P T E R  E L E V E N

Research and Agency: The Case of Rural 
Women and Land Tenure in Tanzania

Chr ist ine Hellen Mhina

Introduction

Women in Tanzania constitute the majority of smallholder farmers but 
due to the structure of the rural society and its related customary law, the 
majority of women have inferior and insecure land rights relative to men 
(United Republic of Tanzania [URT], 1995). Adult women with children 
but without a spouse, particularly in rural areas, face the greatest difficulty 
in handling the land problem. An increasing incidence of unwed mothers, 
widows, and divorcees makes this problem even more widespread that it 
has been in the past.

The problem of women’s rights to land in Tanzania has been so diffi-
cult to resolve (Mhina, 2005; Toulmin & Quan, 2000). Despite legislative 
changes and considerable efforts of the national government, little has 
changed for women at the village level. In addition, the challenge that 
rural women face in confronting the problematic land issue is far more 
complex than the literature has usually implied. One of the main reasons 
that women in the villages have difficulty with this issue is that they do 
not fully understand how the situation is maintained or how to change it. 
In addition, no attention has been given to the involvement of women at 
grassroots levels in their struggles to ameliorate the significant economic 
handicap for women farmers (Mhina, 2005). In other words, those who 
are most affected have largely been left out and have been denied the 
opportunity to develop a sense of agency within their communities.

Tanzania’s land policy has been in a state of crisis for the past three 
decades. In the early 1990s, Tanzania as a nation actively engaged in 
debates about reforming the land tenure structure. However, due to over-
simplification of the matter by policy makers, the issue of gender and land 
rights has received little attention in policy formulation (Manji, 1998). 
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The neglect of women’s land- related concerns by governmental institu-
tions mirrors a gap within academic scholarship, where the relationship 
between women and their land rights is virtually unattended and little 
theorized. Although research concerning the impact of customary pat-
terns on women farmers in Tanzania has expanded, very little attention 
has been given to the involvement of women at grassroots levels in their 
struggles to ameliorate this handicap for women farmers.

The focus of this chapter is not on land problems per se but on the 
learning process that rural women went through while engaging in dia-
logue and actions directed toward seeking local solutions to the land prob-
lem through the use of participatory action research (PAR). PAR in this 
case study was a means of accessing untapped potential existing at grass 
roots level, which is central to producing needed social changes in rural 
Tanzanian society. I argue that when provided with the opportunity to 
share and collectively ref lect on their experiences, people at the grassroots 
level directly affected by problems (in this case women with marginal land 
rights) are capable of understanding and acting on the issues, equally if not 
more effectively than other more distant players.

Is Women’s Participation a Valid Concept?

In early 1990s the concept of participation was emphasized in develop-
ment literature. Seemingly it was more so in thinking than in practice 
(Chambers, 1983; Nyerere, 1979; Oakley, 1991; Rahnema, 1990). For 
instance, Oakley (1991) argued that people in communities have been 
dominated by and have been dependent on local elite groups for genera-
tions and this dependence is the most powerful barrier to people’s partici-
pation in development activities. Rahnema (1990) clarifies this dependent 
relationship, which he thinks is created by the assumed superior position 
of professionals in society. He argues that “we as professionals view our-
selves as interveners and think we have the answers to the problems of 
the intervened” (p. 205). Kapoor (2005) dwells on concerns that pertain 
to the use of nongovernmental organization (NGO) interventions to sti-
f le people’s protest and activism in relation to processes of development-
 marginalization. It is the NGO and allied players like lawyers, development 
practitioners, and policy makers taking the lead in making decisions on 
how to address the persistent women’s land issue. They do this without 
considering the fact that by not letting people face up to their own prob-
lems, they cripple rural women’s capacity to make their own decisions on 
issues that concern them (Horton & Freire, 1990). Park (1993) shares a 
similar view:

By not allowing people to make their own decisions, the traditional 
sources of human strength and capacity are taken away and replaced 
with incapacitation and helplessness. (p. 16)
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As a result they succumb to dependency, letting experts from the gov-
ernment, NGOs, or other agencies decide and act for them (Horton & 
Freire, 1990). Through this process, they become nonparticipants in 
decisions that affect their lives. As Kapoor (2005) rightly asks, isn’t 
this jeopardizing prospects for promoting people’s agency and political 
assertion?

The advocacy for people’s agency and participation in development 
started in late 1960s. For instance, Nyerere (1979) emphasized develop-
ment approaches that enhance people’s strong sense of agency character-
ized by a belief in their ability to master circumstances. In a similar vein, 
Schumacher (1973) argued that without efficient utilization of people’s 
knowledge in terms of their education, organization, and discipline, these 
resources would remain latent, untapped potential. It means that with-
out involving people in their own development, their skills and talents 
will be wasted. This line of argument supports the assertion that rural 
people are not ignorant, idle, or apathetic, as they are often made out to 
be; on the contrary, they are resourceful, knowledgeable, and hard work-
ing (Chambers, 1983; Freire, 1970; Mhina, 2005; Nyerere, 1979; Oakley, 
1991), when given the opportunity to use their skills.

Advocating for Women’s Local Knowledge

In his theory of structuration, Giddens (1984) talks about knowledge 
that human actors possess. He believes that by virtue of active partic-
ipation every member of society gets to know a great deal about the 
workings of that society. He emphasizes that all competent members 
of society are vastly skilled in the practical accomplishment of social 
activities. Giddens (1984) writes, “The knowledge of social conventions, 
of oneself and of other human beings, presumed in being able to go 
on in the diversity of contexts of social life is detailed and dazzling” 
(p. 26). He further argues that most of the rules implicated in the pro-
duction of social practices are not in explicitly codified form. Instead, 
as Polanyi (1962) argues, social actors grasp those rules tacitly through 
nonexplicit process of knowing. Thus, the core of social actor’s knowl-
edgeability is their awareness of social rules, which is expressed in prac-
tical consciousness.

The nonexplicit process by which we know and do things accounts for 
the possession by humanity of an immense mental domain of knowledge, 
particularly of the many different arts that people know how to use, 
enjoy, or live by, without knowing their contents (Polanyi, 1962). In his 
notion of tacit knowing, Polanyi showed that people’s implicit knowl-
edge could be revealed either by performance of intelligent actions. He 
argues that there are some experiences that people grasp but cannot speak 
of or describe, nor can they even entertain in conscious thought the 
knowledge that their actions reveal. Thus, human beings as social actors 
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are highly learned in respect of knowledge, which they possess, apply, 
and comply with (Giddens, 1984). Without being aware of or able to 
express the knowledge that is tacitly embedded in tradition and culture, 
people use it as an unarticulated background against whatever they cur-
rently attend.

Despite the above assertion on social actors being knowledgeable, we 
professionals are still grappling with building faith in ordinary people. 
For instance, feminist authors writing on issues of women and land rights 
argue against the possibility of the powerless to negotiate for their rights 
and point to the fact that “not everyone is able to be an interlocutor and 
may lose in such negotiations and conversations” (Peters, 2004, p. 279). 
Others opine that “women have too little political voice at all decision-
 making levels that are implied by the land question: in local- level manage-
ment systems, within the formal law and also within the government and 
civil society itself” (Whitehead & Tsikata, 2003, p. 104). Such writings 
obstruct an understanding of the true potential of African rural women 
and underestimate them.

Chambers (1995) reminds us that it is the perspective of those who have 
been left out of the development process that matters. If we were to see 
rural women as knowledgeable people, it would have been easier for us 
“professionals” to encourage them to take initiative in addressing their 
common concerns (Mhina, 2005). It is thus hard not to agree with the 
authors of World Commission on Culture and Development Report in 
their call to adopt new ways of thinking instead of depending on conven-
tional answers. Here I quote from UNESCO (1988):

The world as we know it, all the relationships, we took as given, are 
undergoing, profound rethinking and reconstruction. Imagination, 
innovation, vision and creativity are required . . . It means an open 
mind, and open heart and a readiness to seek fresh definitions, rec-
oncile old opposites, and help draw new mental maps. (p. 12)

This was a call to see things the other way around, to develop new ways 
of thinking, acting, and organizing, and working directly with the poor 
to encourage and enable them to learn to become active participants again 
(Mhina, 2005). In similar vein, Chambers (1994) urges professionals to 
embrace the new paradigm, as he emphasizes “to see things the other way 
round, to soften and f latten hierarchy, to adopt downward accountability, 
to change behavior, attitudes and beliefs, and to identify and implement 
a new agenda” (p. 14). As Freire (1970) reminds us, women’s subordi-
nation and marginalization is not a given destiny. We professionals are 
challenged to commit ourselves to catalyze rural women’s own ability to 
assert their self- interests; otherwise their access to resources will remain 
marginalized. I argue that participatory action research (PAR) has a sig-
nificant role in facilitating this process.
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Participatory Action Research

Participant Selection and Their Identification of the Problem

This PAR case study was undertaken at Maruku village in the Bukoba 
District of the Kagera Region in Tanzania. My desire was to work with 
the most sharply affected by inability to access and control agricultural 
land to take part in a process of determining how to change their prob-
lematic situation. The process of identifying participants and enticing their 
willingness to participate in learning circles entailed building a trusting 
and noncontrolling relationships with and among participants. At the ini-
tial level of gaining entry into the village, I identified myself with female 
agricultural extension officers located in the area and established friend-
ship with them. We were visiting one another frequently; their neighbors 
and relatives became my acquaintances as I continued to expand my circle 
of associates. I attended different cultural functions, including weddings 
and funerals. Soon I was treated as one of the members of their commu-
nity and the leadership in the village was very supportive in the process of 
connecting with women.

Selection of potential participants was accomplished through one-
 to- one interviews, which was done in a storytelling method. I let the 
women who were willing to participate in the PAR process describe 
what they perceived to be their problem. They identified themselves as 
mostly affected not only by the lack of access to and control of the agri-
cultural land but also by the complex process of seeking solutions to 
the problem. The group of participants comprised of ten women: six 
widows, two married women, one divorcee, and one single unmarried 
woman. The age difference ranged from thirty- three to sixty- five years 
and schooling ranged from no schooling at all to fourteen years of for-
mal schooling. Despite these demographic differences, these participants 
were not distinguished by any major differences that signify social or 
political differentials. Such a commonality, allowed the environment of 
mutuality and comfort, which encouraged them to share their personal 
experiences.

Collective Learning through Searching and Reflection

Collective Search for Data
Data was collected in two phases. In the first phase, participants collected 
data through (1) sharing their experiences, (2) listening to the trigger 
story (see the following text), (3) consulting community elders and village 
(government) authorities, and (4) consulting the Tanzania land policy and 
law as related to women’s rights to land. The second phase was basically 
my observation and documenting of the learning process the participants 
were involved in.
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The working procedure for data collection was interactive group dia-
logue; however, before the dialogue sessions I interviewed potential par-
ticipants individually to identify those women who would be involved in 
the sessions. I let women describe what they perceived to be a problem 
in terms of their rights to land. Based on their own description of the 
problem and willingness to participate in a group dialogue, I selected ten 
women participants for the group dialogue. Thus, the same members of 
the dialogue group met ten times and each participant had a chance to 
share her experience with the group. Three participants narrated their 
stories each day during the first three days while others were listening and 
asking questions. The tenth participant, whose story I considered to be a 
trigger story, shared her experience on the fourth day.

Drawing from Freire (1970), I came up with the idea of having a trigger 
story to stimulate group members’ discussion. A trigger refers to a code or 
a concrete representation of an identified community problem in the form 
of a photograph, video, or a story. In this way, I used the tenth participant’s 
experience as a trigger story to stimulate further participants’ discussion 
of the land problem they encountered. I selected this story because it was 
the most salient among the stories, and it provoked an emotional response 
from the group members and inspired women to talk freely about their 
feelings. In the following text, I present a summary of the trigger story as 
the participant narrated it to me during the individual interview before 
the group dialogue sessions.

Rosanna, sixty- three years old, was a sonless widow who had been 
married to Patrick for more than forty- five years. Then, in 1995, 
the husband got sick and was bedridden for five years, during which 
time Rosanna took intensive care of her sick husband. Unfortunately, 
during his sickness, their daughter died and was survived by a five-
 year- old girl who was to be raised by Rosanna. Two years later, 
Rosanna’s husband died too.

Patrick’s death brought changes in Rosanna’s life. Ordinarily, when 
a person dies within Patrick’s tribal group, a special meeting (matanga) 
is held four days after the funeral. During this meeting, the clan coun-
cil disposes of the properties, claims, and debts of the deceased and 
also decides on the fate of the widow as it is guided by the rules and 
customs of the tribe. It was during this meeting that the clan council 
took a decision to evict Rosanna from the place that had been her 
home for more than forty- five years. The fact that she lived there 
throughout her adult lifetime and worked on her husband’s farmland 
(kibanja) during her married lifetime and took care of her sick husband 
without any help from the relatives was entirely disregarded.

The news of her eviction came as a complete shock to her. She was 
appalled and did not know what to do. Going back to Ngara, her natal 
home was not an option because she had left her parental home when 
she was only fifteen years old, moved to Bukoba, and got married to 
Patrick. She had never gone back to Ngara since, even for a visit. She 
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feared that she might not be received in her natal village. Although 
Rosanna continued staying in her husband’s kibanja, she led a miserable 
life and was extremely insecure. Rosanna lived in an old dilapidated 
house. The walls on one side of the house had already collapsed and 
everything was falling apart, totally unsuitable for human habitation. 
Rosanna was forbidden to harvest bananas from the kibanja even for her 
young granddaughter and her own consumption. She had no support 
whatsoever, neither from individuals nor from the village government. 
She struggled in solitary to cope with ever intensifying poverty.

—Collective Data Analysis through Ref lection

Data analysis was also performed in two phases. First, it was partici-
pants’ own ref lection (a thinking through) process about their situation 
and strategies for changing their situation. Participants ref lected on their 
shared information, the trigger story, and also laws and policies. As they 
were solving the jigsaw puzzle, they made several decisions, including the 
decision to consult others (elders and village authorities), for clarification 
of what was not clear to them. The consultations led the participants to 
further ref lections and researching for more information. It was a cyclical 
process of searching and researching. This was the beginning of collective 
strength.

The second phase of analysis was my own assessment of the chang-
ing nature of participants’ ideas, interactions, and actions as they worked 
together throughout the sessions. I observed (1) the changing nature of 
their connectedness, (2) the changing nature of their knowledge, and 
(3) the changing nature of their actions. For instance, during the analysis 
of the trigger story, it was interesting to observe the journey they went 
through cognitively from the moment Rosanna introduced her story, 
through the discussion to the point they implemented their social action.

Mutual learning

In this PAR process, the participants and I engaged in mutual learning. 
While participants shared their stories, it was important for me to respect 
their thinking and intuition and so I attentively listened to them and I was 
open to learn from them. I viewed my role as one of creating a space where 
people could speak openly on their own behalf (Lather, 1991). I also probed 
to provide a context for participants’ critical ref lection and to benefit from 
the breadth of their heterogeneous experiences. Obviously, participants 
had insider knowledge from their experiences, while I shared information 
from my professional experience and theoretical perspectives.

Women’s Agency, Activism, and Inarticulate Intelligence

“We Are Powerless”
Participants broke their silence by coming together to talk about their 
experiences through dialogue and after a course of ten dialogue sessions, 
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their social understanding of their situation had changed. They used 
their personal experiences as a starting point to critically ref lect and raise 
questions about prevalent forms of injustices that appeared to be deeply 
entrenched in the system. All participants had attempted to solve the land 
disputes they encountered without success. At the time as I was conduct-
ing this research two participants were still pursuing their land disputes 
at the District Court in Bukoba; four women had despaired after unsuc-
cessful struggles of seeking solutions, a phenomenon that led them to join 
other women (nonparticipants) who had opted to keep silent. At the initial 
stage of sharing their experiences, participants’ stories converged and they 
began to recognize their commonalities. The following text is a summary 
of issues that defined the foundation of their common struggle.

Women’s stories depict a condition of dependency. Throughout their 
lives, these women lived as dependants of their male relatives. They were 
insecure and lived with constant fear of becoming homeless. Since a mar-
ried woman in Bahaya tribe ekes out her livelihood from her husband’s 
land, her security could be severely threatened by divorce. Being divorced 
means losing not only a husband and children, but also access to a land 
resource. Seemingly, one would prefer to stay in a marriage irrespective 
of the misery that this institution might be loaded with. One participant 
commented, “we are born to suffer, do we have any choice, this is our 
destiny.” In some cases widows are forced to return to their own clan-
 land, which is their parents’ home. But returnees are regarded as trespass-
ers, particularly when the land resource is kept under the custody of the 
brother or any designated male trustee. A widow who was evicted from 
her parents’ home commented, “When my parents sent me off for mar-
riage, I did not realize I was considered as gone and nonexisting.”

Women who were pursuing their court cases were dealing with the 
frustrations of making several return trips from the village to the town 
(approximately twenty- four kilometers) on foot, basically to sit outside 
the courtyard waiting for a court clerk to reschedule dates for unforth-
coming court hearing. They were totally uninformed of how the for-
eign court system operates. At times they had to fight various forms of 
intimidation, including direct physical violence and threats of being killed 
by their opponents. One participant who has been fighting for years to 
acquire effective control of her father’s kibanja was brutally assaulted by 
her opponent (a male kin) on her way home from the court and ended up 
being reprimanded for wrong accusation. Seemingly these women were 
fighting for justice indefinitely with no hope of success.

Can We Do Something?
Although at the beginning the women’s stories depicted their powerlessness 
and inability to pursue their interests, their participation in the rigorous 
PAR process proved the opposite, giving strong evidence that people are 
made to believe they are incompetent, deficient, incapable, and irrelevant 
(Kapoor, 2005). On the contrary, participants adopted a critical view of 
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their situation, that of people who question, who doubt, who investigate, 
and who want to illuminate their lives. Participants looked at their realities 
in a new way and participated in knowing their reality on a higher and 
more critical level. They developed a better understanding of the unjust 
structures that underpinned their marginalization and subordination. 
They took the initiative to intervene in the state of affairs to transform the 
social situation in which they found themselves. Giddens (1979) refers to 
this as agency, which only exists when an agent has the capability of inter-
vening or refraining from intervening. Participants were exercising their 
agency together as a group, at the same time displaying various abilities as 
described in the following text, as they continued with their ref lections.

Critical and Analytical Skills
According to Kemmis and McTaggart (2000), participatory action research 
emerges in situations where people want to make changes thoughtfully; 
that is, they think realistically about where they are now, how things 
came to be that way, and how, in practice, things might be changed. 
Participants were more than able to analyze their situation. During the 
discussions of each other’s story and particularly the trigger story, the 
women analyzed clearly how each case was handled by family members, 
the village authorities, the courts, or other stakeholders and what could 
have been done differently. They looked at the land problem from both 
the perspective of individuals and also the broader perspective of wanting 
to know how each case was connected to wider social and historical con-
ditions (Kemmis & McTaggart, 2000). As Freire (1970) argued, “When 
men lack a critical understanding of their reality, apprehending it in frag-
ments, which they do not perceive as interacting constituent elements of 
the whole, they cannot truly know that reality” (p. 95).

Often, participants asked how the system operated both at the village 
level and at the level of wider society. Participants had the opportunity to 
ref lect on laws and policies as they appeared in text and to see how they 
were implemented. As the dialogue progressed, participants began to see 
the larger picture of the structural contradictions that caused their social, 
economic, and political miseries. They came to realize that this was not an 
individual problem, but a social problem faced by many women in their 
home districts. They also realized that for most women, effective rights in 
land remain elusive, as their male heirs were unlikely to relinquish their 
privileges of inheriting the land resource. The participants came to agree 
that women in general are not informed of the rights that contemporary 
laws have promised them.

The discussion of the trigger story centered on the question of why 
Rosanna should be evicted. It was beyond the women’s imagination that 
Rosanna could be evicted from her home and be forbidden to harvest 
from her own farm. To be forbidden not to touch anything from that farm 
was a serious act of severance. They felt that Rosanna was betrayed and 
her eviction and subjection to misery was unjustified. Throughout their 
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ref lective journey, their main concerns were: Why was Rosanna evicted? 
What is really happening? Why do not things work out as anticipated? 
Can we do something about it? Are we going to do something about 
it? What are we going to do about it? It was if the culture of silence was 
suddenly shattered. They discovered that they could speak not only about 
their problems but also understand that things have to be made different 
by themselves and others. Participants, through their powerful arguments 
and their critical reasoning were able to inf luence each other’s passion to a 
determination and hence to implement collaborative ventures.

We Can Make the Change Happen!

Kemmis and McTaggart (2000) recognize the primacy of practical rea-
son—the necessity of deciding what to do when confronted with uncer-
tain practical questions. Similarly, participants in this case study were 
dissatisfied with the way things were, and they continuously demonstrated 
progressive attempts to make a difference. Through practical reason-
ing they made various decisions as they sought solutions for their prob-
lem. For instance, during the ref lection of the trigger story, participants 
were affected by the way the clan council handled Rosanna’s case. They 
came to a point of wanting to counteract all the atrocities she suffered. 
Then based on a shared and passionate understanding of their situation 
participants stood up together and took control over what they needed 
to work with, and in their own way. They agreed to rebuild Rosanna’s 
house and to confront Rosanna’s opponent collectively to hear the other 
side of the story. Given their marginalized position in the society, they 
figured out that they needed to work collaboratively with leaders, who 
were mostly men. They asked village authorities to revoke the decision of 
the clan council and to review Rosanna’s case from the beginning. They 
also suggested having few participants participate in the review commit-
tee. Indeed, participants outwardly projected their enthusiasm and at this 
point their determination was obvious.

Toward the end of the dialogue sessions, participants established a soli-
darity group named Tweyambe, meaning let us work together to safeguard 
women’s rights. Tweyambe was a tool and means for women to begin the 
work of settling disputes among themselves rather than relying on traditional 
rural power structures. Through Tweyambe women have the opportunity 
to engage in the analytical process by which structural impediments come 
more clearly into view. Tweyambe was also a tool for women to exercise 
their assertion for their own independent voice. With Tweyambe, women 
lost fear and they gained self- esteem. All these decisions and actions were 
collaboratively organized because participants did not work as individuals; 
rather they worked as a team. They were sympathetic as they sought con-
nections with each other to build a sense of community. Solidarity was as a 
source of strength for their struggle, and it was the compassionate relation-
ship that strengthened their commitment to a shared struggle.
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Borrowing from Kabeer (1999) who uses the term resources to encom-
pass various human and social resources, I consider the abilities (analyti-
cal and critical skills, creativity, solidarity, and networking) participants 
displayed as resources that enabled the group members to move from one 
level of understanding to another and to act on their situation. Their deci-
sions on how to act in a right way in a given circumstance were based 
on practical knowledge of the social rules that they grasped tacitly. It 
was their collective mental power and their organizational capacities that 
they possessed, although they did not know that they had such resources. 
It could be said that they made explicit the form of intelligence that was 
inarticulate (Polanyi, 1962).

It suffices here to say that women had gone through a process of awak-
ening. Participants were initially timid but later became stronger. The 
change in women’s understanding was a movement from a lower level 
of understanding to a higher level. This change in understanding can be 
described under three dimensions. The first dimension denotes a change 
in knowledge from individual experiential knowledge of the problem 
to recognition of the complexity of the entire land issue. This is what 
Freire (1970) calls a verbal unveiling of their reality. They recognized and 
denounced their marginality by thoroughly reevaluating and reinterpret-
ing their own experiences.

The second dimension of the movement denotes a change in terms 
of group members working individually to a collective action. At the 
beginning, group members were trapped in their powerlessness and iso-
lation and later they were able to break this powerlessness and fight for a 
common goal to change their situation. Participants realized that it works 
better for them to work collectively, with social solidarity and interactive 
knowledge as fundamental elements for their empowerment.

The third dimension denotes a movement from inactivity to acting. 
Women’s critical discourse was useful in organizing what action to be 
taken. The popular saying that activity overcomes passivity is relevant 
here. Participants explored ideas and instead of waiting to be told what 
to do, they established their own association, Tweyambe. They also iden-
tified allies, particularly the elders and village authorities who seemed 
to share beliefs, attitudes, and values that are consistent with building 
social justice. By exchanging views with these people, group members 
came up with concrete decisions about what to do and how to deal with 
their problems. Thus, by taking part in the PAR process, participants 
revealed their agency, activism and inarticulate intelligence, which had 
been encapsulated in their condition of uneasiness and misery.

Conclusions

The PAR process in this case study traced the developing understanding 
of ten rural women as a group during the course of ten dialogue sessions 
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they had with me, the researcher. These women broke their silence by 
coming together to talk about their experiences through PAR dialogue. 
Using their knowledge and skills, they progressively saw themselves as 
being capable of questioning, acting, and changing what was previously 
forced on them. While the PAR process enabled these women to move 
from one level of understanding to another and to act on their situation, 
it provided an opportunity for me to observe the land problem from their 
point of view while at the same time helping them see themselves as 
knowledgeable people (Maguire, 1987). This was a significant learning 
process central to producing needed social changes in rural Tanzanian 
society.

This case study provides convincing evidence of women’s agency and 
activism. They were potentially capable of dealing with the problem of 
marginal rights to land both intellectually and sociopolitically. My role as 
a PAR researcher was to inspire women to ref lect on the marginal land 
rights that affected their lives and to act upon their understanding and 
decisions to change their situation. Methodologically, it could be said that 
this entire research process has responded to the experiences and needs 
of disempowered rural women. The knowledge generated was not given 
to them and the change in their understanding of their situation was not 
done for them. Instead it was a consequence of their own effort to engage 
in a collective struggle to change their situation. Since the knowledge 
generated by group members is based on people’s customs and traditions 
(Fals- Borda & Rahman, 1991), it is more appropriate and useful in their 
situation.

The results of this research are useful for community development 
approaches. Since rural women farmers have a crucial role as direct sub-
sistence producers, reformers of land tenure systems that disadvantage 
women need to draw from the practical knowledge of those affected by 
the problem in question. Reformers of land tenure systems and other 
community development workers need to assume the catalytic role to 
stimulate dialogue among the people whom the reform is intended to 
benefit and tap into their practical knowledge of the problem at hand. 
As Lather (1991) has emphasized, our task as PAR researchers is to take 
away the barriers that prevent people from speaking for themselves and 
for us to act as creators of space where people speak openly on their own 
behalf. Likewise, the results are useful in academia particularly now that 
there is emphasis on incorporating diverse voices for a successful mutual 
learning.

Finally, the case study supplies strong support for policy development, 
which recognizes, honors, and develops local capacities as the best means 
of addressing pressing social and environmental issues. As Chambers 
(1998) argued, “What cannot now be repeated is any assertion that the 
poor are incapable of their own analysis, or any assertion that the pow-
erful lack the approaches and methods to enable them to undertake that 
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analysis . . . There are now fewer excuses than ever before for ignoring the 
needs and priorities of the poor” (p. 200).
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C H A P T E R  T W E L V E

NGO- Community Partnerships, PAR, and 
Learning in Mining Struggles in Ghana

Valer i e Kwai Pun

Ghana’s current gold rush has exploded at an extraordinary rate and 
 magnitude. Economic restructuring has lubricated an unprecedented 
inf lux of transnational capital into the country and fertilized the prolif-
eration of corporate- led surface mining projects. Communities affected 
by multinational mining typify the underdevelopment paradox common 
to most extractive- based economies and live in aching poverty despite 
their enormous mineral wealth. Mining has displaced tens of thousands 
of local inhabitants and caused substantial environmental damage to sur-
rounding lands, forests, and water bodies. Growing frustration and disap-
pointment with mining policies and practices have galvanized a collective 
response from communities and their activist supporters, who demand 
fair compensation and people- centred development initiatives to improve 
the quality of life in these areas, including demands for farmable lands, 
hospitals, schools, and potable water.

As these communities engage in a process of struggle, they embark on 
a complex and contradictory journey toward social change that is funda-
mentally educative. Movement participants engage in a process of learning 
that challenges and significantly alters their understanding of the world, 
creating the potential for social change (Foley, 1999). The centrality of 
learning in shaping and directing Southern and recently independent sub-
altern countries’ struggles and social movements (Kapoor, 2007; Kapoor, 
2008; Kwai Pun, 2008) underscores the significance of repoliticization 
of increasingly silenced marginalized social groups through processes of 
Freirian (1970) popular education (PE).1 Participatory Action Research 
(PAR) is central to this learning process as a framework of inquiry that 
attempts to demystify, reclaim, and decolonize research as an exercise 
of people’s investigation and learning to address the social structures of 
domination (Fals- Borda, 1988; Rahnema, 1992; Smith, 1999). PAR 
acknowledges the links between power and knowledge and understands 
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pedagogical processes and research as being fundamentally political (Freire, 
1970). In addition, PAR seeks to disassemble traditional mis/conceptions 
about research (as an absolutist, omnipotent, and ahistorical practice of 
privilege and expertise) to unearth a significant and ever- present process 
of people’s engagement with knowledge. This process is accessible, arises 
from conditions of oppression, is ongoing and persistent, and is a form of 
knowledge generation/utilization that is mostly disregarded in the domi-
nant discourse on research and knowledge production in academia.

Relying on research that began in 2005 (Kwai Pun, 2008) and my 
observations and experiences as a movement supporter, this chapter will 
provide a brief description of Ghana’s mining sector. Then, it will outline 
some of the socioecological impacts of mining before examining the role 
of PAR and learning in community responses to large- scale mining, as 
well as its role within NGO- community partnerships in the struggle to 
advocate for the rights of affected communities.

The Ghanaian Mining Sector: A Brief History

The clamor for gold in Ghana (formerly the Gold Coast) is not a novel 
phenomenon. While West Africa boasts a rich history of artisanal gold 
mining, European/Western participation is largely responsible for three 
peaks in Ghana’s gold production history. The first and second ended 
abruptly with the escalation of war in early twentieth- century Europe, 
with the third and largest boom emerging in the late 1980s and contin-
uing to this day.

In 1957, Ghana’s independence ushered in a decidedly socialist politi-
cal agenda and key sectors of the national economy were reorganized to 
fall under control of the state. However, the effects of the 1973 OPEC oil 
crisis threatened to devastate Ghana’s national economy and the mining 
sector was pushed into a state of distress. In 1983, amid an uncertain eco-
nomic climate, the nation underwent structural adjustment policies (SAP) 
to secure loans from the World Bank and International Monetary Fund 
(IMF). The procurement of these loans was conditional on the country’s 
implementation of policies encouraging economic liberalization, as well 
as a recession of public welfare services (e.g., healthcare, education, sanita-
tion, energy provision, etc.) in favor of privatization. Adjustment marked 
the beginning of Ghana’s insatiable appetite for foreign direct investment 
(FDI) that was critical in reshaping its gold mining sector. The subse-
quent adoption of the Minerals and Mining Law in 1986 (PNDCL 153) 
loosened environmental and operational regulations in the industry in an 
effort to entice foreign investors. These changes were largely responsi-
ble for the huge amounts of FDI channeled into the mining sector with 
more than 6.5 billion U.S. dollars pouring into operations and related 
service companies from 1983 to 1999 alone. In addition, production has 
increased well more than 600 percent since 1985 and currently more than 
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237 companies (six of which are the largest multinational mining corpo-
rations in the world) are registered as either prospecting or actively min-
ing gold (Agbesinyale, 2003; Akabzaa, 2000).

As the global price of gold skyrockets, multinational mining corpora-
tions are enjoying record profits and have become increasingly inf luential 
actors in Ghana’s economic scene. Civil society groups point to the passing 
of the Minerals and Mining Act of Ghana in 2006 as a testament to the 
power of the mining industry. This new law was passed amid controversy, 
as it further liberalizes the sector and makes it legal for the state to seize land 
or authorize its occupation for purposes it deems in the public or national 
interest (e.g., mining). However, many are skeptical of the actual impact 
of mining on Ghana’s national economy. The United Nations Conference 
on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) reported that in 2003 Ghana 
retained only 5 percent of its total mineral export value, earning only 
46.7 million U.S. dollars out of a staggering 893.6 million (UNCTAD, 
2005). These statistics are similar to a World Bank report published in 
2003, which calculated the industry’s contribution to total government tax 
revenues in 2001 to be only 4 percent or approximately 31 million U.S. 
dollars, despite their combined turnover being in excess of 600  million U.S. 
dollars. The World Bank’s report blamed generous corporate tax waiv-
ers (an incentive to encourage multinational investment) for this dispar-
ity and found that local communities affected by large- scale mining have 
seen little benefit to date in the form of improved infrastructure or service 
provision. The report recommended that broader cost- benefit analyses of 
large- scale mining (including the social and environmental costs) and con-
sultations with the affected communities need to be undertaken before 
 granting future  production licenses (World Bank, 2003).

The human cost of such intense mining activity has been enormous. 
It has been estimated that more than thirty thousand people from four-
teen villages in the Wassa West District (Western Region of Ghana) were 
displaced to accommodate large- scale mining projects between 1990 and 
1998 (Hilson & Nyame, 2006). In January 2006, more than 9,300 land-
owners in the Brong- Ahafo Region were displaced by Newmont Ghana 
Gold Limited (NGGL) in the first phase of their Ahafo Mine project, and 
it was anticipated that more than 20,000 would be evicted by the end of 
the second phase (Wassa Association of Communities Affected by Mining 
[WACAM], 2007). Unfortunately, many of those displaced have not been 
paid adequate compensation for losing their farms, forests, and means of 
livelihood due to the tremendous ecological damage and negative impacts 
caused by nearby mining activity.

Impact of Mining on Surrounding Communities

It is estimated that approximately 30 percent of the land surface of Ghana 
has been committed to surface mining concession (WACAM, 2007) 
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and while mining projects are scattered throughout the country, the 
Western Region is widely recognized as the most heavily mineralized 
and mined area in the country and perhaps in all of Africa. Surface min-
ing technology is used by all multinational gold companies in Ghana. It 
excavates huge tracts of soil and uses cyanide to extract deposits of gold 
ore. This practice is a constant source of concern among community 
members, as more than four major cyanide spills having occurred in the 
last decade. Though celebrated for its cost- effectiveness, this technique 
is also extremely invasive and has many implications on the surround-
ing environment. Current surface mining operations pose a particular 
threat to nearby farm and forest- based populations, as the vast majority 
of rural dwellers in Ghana derive their food and income directly from 
their lush natural surroundings. Ironically, farming is the cornerstone of 
the Ghanaian economy with agriculture accounting for approximately 
36 percent of Ghana’s gross domestic product (GDP), in contrast to large-
 scale mining that is said to only contribute approximately 2  percent 
(Agbesinyale, 2003; Akabzaa, 2000).

Mining activity has also had a significant impact on local access to 
potable water, as the vast majority of the rural population depends solely 
on local rivers and streams as a water source. A study conducted by the 
Environmental Chemistry Division of Water Research Institute of the 
Council for Scientific and Industrial Research (CSIR) sampled sources 
of drinking water in the Wassa West District and discovered dangerously 
elevated pollutant levels, such as fecal coliform, suspended solids, manga-
nese, iron, chromium, lead, acids, and mercury (1998, as cited in Akabzaa, 
2000). Recently, the surrounding communities accused NGGL of inten-
tionally disposing fecal waste from their sewage treatment area by hidden 
pipe into a major tributary near their Ahafo mine in Kenyase. NGGL 
denied that the contamination was intentional and claimed that the event 
was caused by an overf low caused by rain; however, many remain uncon-
vinced (Ghana News Agency, 2005). Water pollution is also caused by 
the illegal and unregulated activity of small- scale miners (galamsey). Their 
operations have contributed significantly to land degradation, water con-
tamination, diversions, siltation, erosion, and the degradation of streams 
through bed excavations, panning and soil washing, as well as elevated 
levels of mercury that is commonly used to process gold ore (Agbesinyale, 
2003; Hilson, 2002).

In addition, communities have endured innumerable social impacts due 
to accelerated mining practices, which Agbesinyale (2003) documents in 
his detailed case study of mining in the Wassa West District. These include 
increased rates of child labor, school- dropout, cost of living, general pov-
erty, unemployment, health- related issues (e.g., respiratory, skin, gastro-
intestinal, and eye/ear disorders, malaria, sexually transmitted diseases, 
etc.), as well as air, water, and noise pollution. Increased land alienation 
due to surface mining and the exclusion of youth from compensation 
and relocation packages are thought to be responsible for overcrowding, 
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loss of housing, increased drug use, and increased incidence of crime in 
the swelling urban centers. Youth are also f locking to work in nearby 
galamsey camps,2 as farming and traditional means of employment become 
less and less sustainable. This decreased vocational interest in agricultural 
production has helped to foster a growing estrangement from local food 
production in mining communities, which is paradoxical, as the nation’s 
most fertile area now finds itself heavily dependent on expensive imported 
foodstuffs. In fact, food security was identified as a primary issue of con-
cern among women in particular. However, their lack of land and resource 
control, as well as their exclusion from major decision- making processes 
was identified as the cause for these concerns being largely overlooked, 
as men were reportedly more concerned with issues of compensation and 
royalty payments.

The considerable social and environmental impact of surface mining 
has caused widespread exasperation and infuriation in affected commu-
nities. Frustrations mount as corporate promises of prosperity, compensa-
tion, jobs, and a better quality of life fail to come to fruition. Disappointed 
and exploited, communities are forced to witness the deterioration of 
their surrounding forests, lands, and water ways, as well as their own con-
comitant dislocation from the earth that has sustained them throughout 
generations. As a result, popular resistance to large- scale mining in Ghana 
is gaining momentum and communities have partnered with organiza-
tions in a PAR project that builds solidarity and helps them advocate more 
effectively for their rights. Such responses are consistent with a wider phe-
nomenon of resistance from the grassroots seen around the world, which 
is indicative of the collision between the place- based interests of these 
communities and the expansive, destructive trajectory of mining and sim-
ilar megadevelopment projects.

WACAM and PAR: Research, Organization, 
Community Activism, and Learning

Community frustration around issues of resource control, the unfair dis-
tribution of mining revenue, land alienation, socioecological dislocation, 
compensation, and resettlement catalyzed the creation of a community-
 based organization called the Wassa Association of Communities Affected 
by Mining (WACAM). Established in October 1998, this organization has 
grown to include approximately sixty communities and tens of thousands 
of members. It is managed by a nine- member executive council, seven of 
whom are from affected communities. WACAM is primarily concerned 
with the malpractice of foreign multinational mining companies and 
seeks to encourage and enrich emerging activism in affected communi-
ties by equipping communities with the skills and knowledge needed to 
“network for the protection of the environment, natural resources and the 
rights of marginalized mining communities through advocacy, campaign 
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and representation within a legal framework that is sensitive to the con-
cerns of mining communities” (WACAM, 2007, p. 5).

Despite their initial focus in the Wassa West District, WACAM has 
grown to include mining communities from across the country and has 
evolved into an emblem of advocacy for affected communities. WACAM 
now operates in four general areas (Tarkwa, Obuasi, Kenyase, and 
Akyem) within four regions of Ghana (Western, Ashanti, Brong Ahafo, 
and Eastern Regions). Yet despite their expanding scope and increased 
exposure, they refuse to collect any membership fees from the communi-
ties and scrutinize funding sources carefully, so as not to compromise the 
politics or direction of their projects. This limits their operations consid-
erably and many initiatives are unfortunately delayed or just not possible 
due to lack of funding. They remunerate only four employees, several of 
whom also maintain full- time employment elsewhere to make ends meet. 
As a result, WACAM relies heavily on volunteerism from all members, 
whether urban- based intelligentsia or village farmers.

Workshops, training programs, and community sensitization proj-
ects are the most visible initiatives undertaken by the organization. 
Community representatives are selected from mining communities to 
participate in themed workshops to gain a better understanding around 
a variety of topics, which deepen their ecological, legal, and technical 
expertise. It is anticipated that these representatives will return to their 
communities with an increased understanding around certain key issues 
and disseminate that knowledge that will gradually strengthen commu-
nities’ ability to negotiate and make demands on corporations and gov-
ernment. Community rights education is central to these projects and 
the organization employs a rights- based approach as an advocacy strategy 
given the growing significance of rights- based activism in international/
national locations.

However, workshops also serve as a forum for a type of learning 
described in Foley (1999) that is deeply embedded within participation 
in struggle. This type of learning builds on Freire’s (1970) conceptuali-
zation of conscientization, or a process of learning that “challenges and 
significantly alters a participant’s understanding of the world” (p. 39). It 
is this kind of learning that helps participants understand their engage-
ment in struggle as a transformative process toward addressing their mul-
tiple marginalizations. Creative group exercises are used in workshops to 
ref lect and discuss the meaning of concepts, such as development, pro-
gress, human rights, and democracy. In fact, transcripts from these ses-
sions show the beginnings of a collective unravelling of commonly held 
assumptions concerning these issues and the unmasking of contradictions 
in local perceptions of reality. For example, in May 2003, WACAM began 
a series of workshops targeting Assemblywomen and community leaders 
from mining communities in the Atuabu, Abekuase/Samahu, Damang, 
Bogoso, Nkwantakrom, and Ayensukrom zones. Although these sessions 
were intended as a leadership training exercise, reports describe women 
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engaging in extensive ref lection- based activities around their role in soci-
ety and in the local economy. Through this ref lexive engagement, the 
women came to recognize their contributions as providers of unwaged 
labor and the importance of this work in maintaining existing social 
structures (Owusu- Koranteng, 2003).

WACAM workshops are also profoundly valuable in that they allow 
communities from around the country to meet and discuss their shared 
experiences with mining—an opportunity they probably would not have 
otherwise. For example, a project conducted by WACAM in February 
2003 gathered participants from different communities surrounding the 
Bogoso Goldfields Limited mining operations. They were asked to engage 
in a group exercise where they compared their quality of life before and 
after mining projects began in the area. Despite their acknowledgment of 
the company’s acts of “good- will” (i.e., donation of foodstuffs and dril-
ling of several boreholes), there was an overwhelming agreement by all 
in attendance that their collective quality of life had deteriorated signif-
icantly due to mining activity. The following excerpt from a workshop 
transcript (WACAM, 2003) is testament to this.

Our community was lively; people had money to care for every 
member of the family. Our children were in school and men were 
working . . . Our community had nutritious foods and we were not 
getting sick often. We had money and the good things that nature 
could provide . . . Our forest had Mahogany, and herbs. We were not 
getting sick frequently because we were having fish and meat for our 
meals from the forest . . . Before surface mining, we had potable water 
from rivers Twigyaa, Monkoro, and Boadie . . . Our whole lives and 
families are now disintegrated. We have no homes and live in great 
hardship. We were forced to abandon our farms and properties to 
relocate to other communities. We have become poor out of this. 
(pp. 3–9)

WACAM also invites communities who have endured the effects of min-
ing activity to meet with communities from prospective mining areas. 
In June 2005, communities under exploration by Randgold Corporation 
in the Adansi West and Asutifi North were invited to attend a WACAM 
workshop for communities in the Wassa West District, where heavy sur-
face mining activity has been ongoing for decades (Owusu- Koranteng, 
2005). This allowed prospective mining communities to hear firsthand 
accounts of the impact of mining from town and villages that had been 
living with it for decades.

Outside of workshops, WACAM- community participation in the orga-
nization and execution of protests, petitions, rallies, community meetings, 
and demonstrations deepens related organizational and administrative 
skills of activists and helps them understand that direct action is effective, 
f lexible, and creative. These events also act as platforms for the exchange 
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of speeches, slogans, and symbols that are inherently educational. They 
embody the spirit of the movement and help propagandize the goals and 
demands of the community toward the formation of a resistance identity 
(Routledge, 2003). In fact, WACAM’s work over the past decade has 
contributed to an emerging culture of resistance in Ghana. More groups 
are beginning to organize and mobilize in the face of destructive devel-
opment initiatives (i.e., mining, dams, forestry, etc.) using a  nonviolent 
approach that is focused on research and community education. For 
example, a relatively new organization called the Concerned Farmers 
Association of Teberebie, whose members and leaders have worked closely 
with WACAM in the past, have also become vocal advocates for the rights 
of mining communities. A newspaper article describes the organization’s 
reaction to cyanide contamination into two local streams believed to have 
been caused by nearby mining activity:

Cyanide spillage has been found in two streams that serve as sources 
of water for peasant farmers of Teberebie in the Wassa West district. 
The two streams that have been reportedly polluted by the poison-
ous chemical are located at the south gate of Goldfields Ghana Ltd. 
and behind the waste pile of AngloGold Ashanti Iduaprim Mines. 
This has made it difficult to determine the exact source of the pol-
lutant . . . Emelia Amoateng, leader of the Concerned Farmers of 
Teberebie, described the harsh conditions under which mining com-
munities, particularly those within the Teberebie community were 
living. “All our water bodies: our heritage have been destroyed by 
these companies, and they have refused to provide us an alternative; 
why?” She asked. (The Heritage, 2007)

Although WACAM often enters into a community partnership as activ-
ist educators, their role quickly evolves to one that is more supportive 
in capacity. In fact, WACAM clearly announces their “vision to be ulti-
mately transformed into a social movement well structured with resources 
and capacity to inf luence policies in favour of the marginalised people, 
especially those living in mining communities” (WACAM, 2008, p. 7). 
The organization then becomes more of a facilitator and provides tech-
nical, logistical, and moral support, encouraging local activists to emerge 
within a community and take charge in directing the course of struggle 
and action.

There are innumerable outcomes stemming from these various 
WACAM- community PAR projects. Generally, community members 
have become more attuned to underlying corporate agendas and have 
become more careful and confident in their negotiations with companies. 
WACAM- community research has also revealed the importance of using 
media outlets strategically, and it emphasizes the efficacy of nonviolent 
initiatives in attracting public attention and sympathy. This PAR project 
has also had an important role in the cultivation of local activist leaders. 
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In fact, many of the most vocal community- based advocates from vari-
ous communities around the nation have roots in WACAM- sponsored 
workshops or projects. Yet, perhaps most importantly, these PAR proj-
ects have helped community activists better understand the connection 
between resistance, action, and social change. As they develop this sense 
of agency, mobilize, and are able to assert themselves toward small yet 
significant achievements, their faith in a process of struggle as a means 
to affect change is consistently renewed. Although these realizations and 
victories may seem isolated and infinitesimal, they accumulate as small 
steps toward tangible and significant change from a community’s point 
of view. For example, after decades of struggle around the globe, it was 
announced in April 2007 that 92 percent of Newmont Gold Corporation 
shareholders voted to require the company to address community oppo-
sition to its operations around the globe, as investors expressed their con-
cern over patterns of resistance to projects in Indonesia, Ghana, Peru, and 
the United States (Graman, 2007).

However, the very nature of these WACAM- community PAR projects 
insists on constant ref lection and begs activists to scrutinize the inten-
tions and consequences of their own practices. Aware of their perceived 
position of heightened expertise and authority by communities, activ-
ists need to consider the sources of knowledge informing the struggle, as 
well as recognize the vulnerability of these partnerships to intrastruggle 
dynamics of power and their potential in creating new relationships of 
marginalization. As a struggle unfolds and activists become increasingly 
inf luential in illuminating possible directions for struggle, hierarchies are 
poised to develop and silently stratify a community. Is it possible that some 
community members are hesitant to support the avenues of resistance sug-
gested by the increasingly inf luential organization- community coalition? 
Or, are these concerns marginalized in favor of pursuits that coalesce with 
the direction endorsed by a more dominant activist group? For example, 
present activism in mining communities tends to focus on more reac-
tionary forms of advocacy (e.g., compensation, resettlement, etc.) and 
while mining communities undoubtedly deserve these reparations, there 
is glaring lack of energy being invested into initiatives demanding greater 
community inclusion at a decision- making level (e.g., resource control, 
ownership, granting of licenses, etc.). Is this emphasis on compensation 
truly representative of the entire community? An authentic PAR project 
should be aware of an activist’s invariable inf luence on a community’s 
understanding of struggle, as well as the implications of these engage-
ments on the direction of a movement, whose knowledge and/or ways of 
understanding are legitimized or in turn silenced through these partnered 
learning engagements. Activists also need to recognize their unique posi-
tion in opening up possibilities for new paths in struggle, ones which 
are decidedly political, historical, and collective. Recognizing the cen-
trality of learning in shaping and directing struggle, more specifically in 
their transformative potential of learning as conscientization, reveals the 
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opportunity for a process of repoliticization of previously silent/silenced 
communities. These community activists thus play an important role 
in the encouragement of local translations of ideological suspicions of 
development paradigms into directed action and in ensuring that a more 
authentic PAR project is realized.

Concluding Ref lections

The globalization of industrial development, in the form of large- scale 
multinational- led projects, continues to meet resistance by those who 
depend on the sanctity of their surrounding environments to survive. 
These struggles to reclaim development occur in the face of overarch-
ing, interrelated, structural barriers, which are characteristic of subaltern 
realities in the South and tilt the terrain of struggle to the disadvantage 
of these marginalized groups. Communities are already consumed by 
daily struggles with poverty- based issues, such as, illiteracy, the exag-
gerated subordination of women, child labor, unemployment, threatened 
food security, and water scarcity. These hardships are then exacerbated by 
a community’s dislocation from surrounding ecosystems and the social 
impacts of destructive megadevelopment projects, making participation in 
resistance movements that much more difficult. In addition, these strug-
gles are situated within a globalized capitalist economy that prioritizes 
profit over community concerns around issues of health, education, and 
ecological sanctity. SAP and other neoliberal policies directly affect life 
in communities by forcing the endorsement of legislation conducive to 
increased FDI and a strong multinational presence. This effectively subor-
dinates community demands for measures to temper the socioecological 
impacts of megadevelopment, which threaten to narrow corporate profit 
margins and investor confidence in projects deemed to be in the interest 
of national development.

Despite political freedom from colonial rule, subaltern (peasant, tribal, 
indigenous, rural women, and farmers) groups continue to endure new 
forms of marginalization within their own sovereign societies, as they 
are forced to conform to the interests of national development through 
rapid industrialization and economic growth (Kapoor, 2008; Kwai Pun, 
2008). In other words, the dislocation and displacement of subalterns 
demonstrates the exclusion of subaltern groups from the national iden-
tity and conscience, as development is often conducted at their expense. 
Parajuli (1998) describes this as an ethnicized project, explaining that 
“ecological ethnicities have to bear a disproportionately large share of 
the burden of displacement and other negative consequences of devel-
opment programmes” (p. 188). Popular disenchantment with incumbent 
development practices has encouraged collective resistance by subalterns 
in the South, as illustrated in this case study of WACAM- community 
PAR projects struggling with large- scale mining. However, the rejection 
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of the wider development project does not necessarily imply a desire to 
turn back time or return to nature, nor does it mean that these groups are 
not interested in improving their quality of life. Rather, these groups seek 
to evolve understandings of development toward a practice that privileges 
local grassroots initiatives over grandiose global action, promoting simpler 
and less materially intensive ways of living (Peet & Hartwick, 1999).

Community- based PAR is thus invaluable in that it is a profoundly 
educative process that draws on community research/knowledge gen-
eration aimed at addressing the structures of domination felt by those 
being victimized by such destructive practices. It supports and encour-
ages communities to convene, discuss, mobilize, study, observe, analyze, 
raise awareness, realize, petition, protest, organize, and plan. In fact, it is 
through these often incidental and informal educational engagements that 
community activists and communities move to a position where they are 
better able to politicize the process of development and situate themselves 
and their struggle historically and within the constraints and contradic-
tions of today’s globalized capitalist economy.

Notes

1. PE understands teaching/learning as an inherently political process, one where neither the 
teacher nor the learner is neutral. It seeks to address issues of oppression and struggle, recognizes 
the relationship between knowledge and power, and realizes the role of adult education/learn-
ing in confronting these oppressive relationships that typify subaltern struggles in the South 
(Kapoor, 2008). PE challenges an authoritarian model of education (banking education) and 
seeks to transform teaching/learning into a directed, but democratic, participatory, dialogical, 
problem- posing process, which is based on people’s experiences, understanding, and knowledge, 
in an effort to transform the existent social scaffolds of power through the persistent interroga-
tion of the status quo and hegemonic assumptions that shape a person’s perception of reality.

2. Galamsey camps are notoriously dangerous. These rudimentary operations are responsible for 
dozens of deaths each year and are prone to collapse. In fact, operators generally work without 
the most basic of safety measures (e.g., helmets, gloves, boots, etc.).
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C H A P T E R  T H I R T E E N

Ethnography- in- Motion: Neoliberalism and the 
Shack Dwellers Movement in South Africa

Shannon Walsh

This chapter unravels the role of ethnography as an aspect of political 
practice in the context of shack dweller struggles in postapartheid South 
Africa. Using both macro and micro optics, it is possible to examine glob-
alization under late capitalism and its specific conditions and variations 
manifest in a South African shack settlement in Crossmoor, Chatsworth, 
with a discussion of how an ethnography- in- motion has been used as a 
pedagogical and political methodology. I follow Gillian Hart (2002) in 
hoping to “clarify the slippages, openings, and possibilities for emanci-
patory social change in this era of neo- liberal capitalisms, as well as the 
limits and constraints operating at different levels” (p. 45).

In response to the widening gap between the rich and poor in 
 postapartheid South Africa, there has been a blossoming of new social 
movements. In 2006 alone there were almost eleven thousand protests 
recorded throughout the country, a majority of which were characterized 
as service- delivery protests with demands around basic services such as 
water, electricity, sanitation, land, and houses. At the core of these new 
social movements are the more than 3 million people who live in shacks 
(Statistics South Africa, 2006), and millions more who live in inadequate, 
overcrowded f lats and crumbling township houses.

While shack dwellers have been radically impacted at the level of hous-
ing, water, and sanitation, it is clear that neoliberal economic policies are 
also directly linked to the rise of AIDS in shack settlements that tower to 
nearly 70 percent in the communities I discuss here. In response to these 
conditions, practices, pedagogies, and resistances are emerging from those 
on the front lines.

Given this context, this chapter explores how an ethnography- in-
 motion has been used within a Durban shack settlement as a practice 
for militant research. Ethnography- in- motion is grounded in knowledge 
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arising from social movements and from the everyday practices of peo-
ple living in, through, and against neoliberalism. It is also a practice that 
includes engaged pedagogy, visual methods, and other creative means of 
organizing and working collaboratively to create concrete engagements 
in social struggles.

Rather than a prescription to be followed, ethnography- in- motion is a 
proposal with movement and f luidity, an attempt to situate the doing of 
ethnography within a political practice. Rather than trying to inscribe a 
new piece of jargon into an already cluttered intellectual lexicon, I hope 
that by thinking through ethnography creatively, the doing of ethnogra-
phy can be situated within a political practice. It is an attempt to elabo-
rate in a militant research space what the Zapatistas mean when they say, 
“Walking, we ask questions.”

Notes from the Margins

Neoliberalism in Postapartheid South Africa

Neoliberalism has come about in very particular ways in South Africa 
that macro theories can often oversimplify. Yet forming over the ashes 
and foundations of the apartheid system, the rush toward neoliberal eco-
nomics has taken a brutal form, what Patrick Bond calls “the world’s 
most extreme site of uneven capitalist development” (Bond, 2001, p. 31). 
Many see the adoption of the Growth, Employment, and Redistribution 
(GEAR) policy framework in 1996 as part of continuing class division and 
capitalist relations long existing in the country (Bond, 2001, 2004; Hart, 
2002; Marais, 2001; Wolpe, 1972),1 solidifying a neoliberal program for 
postapartheid South Africa. Even after more than a decade of betrayals, 
many people, especially the poor black majority, are still coming to terms 
with the fact that the promise of socialism—the rather abstract Freedom 
for All—that was the hallmark of the African National Congress (ANC) 
platform during apartheid, looks more like a fantasy than ever.

Bond and Desai (2006) describe what has emerged in South Africa 
as uneven and combined development, and follow David Harvey (2006) 
in analyzing what they see as accumulation by dispossession, or as Bond 
calls it looting Africa. By the early 2000s, “with one of the world’s most 
entrenched systems of urban inequality, South Africa fell from 86th to 
120th place out of 177 countries on the Human Development Index” 
(Bond, 2006, p. 19). Given South Africa’s relatively high Gross Domestic 
Product (GDP), its low rating on the Human Development Index (HDI) 
(a scale based on literacy, education, life expectancy, and standard of liv-
ing) is particularly acute. The growing gap between the rich and poor 
is a politically sensitive issue since it has become wider since the days of 
apartheid and “[b]etween 1975 and 1995, HDI improved fairly steadily as 
life expectancy and educational enrolments improved. Since democracy 
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arrived, HDI has fallen, hitting a new low last year” (Butler, 2007). While 
the HDI2 has f laws as an accurate marker for overall well- being, it is 
nonetheless an indicator of growing disparities in an otherwise wealthy 
country. Recent Gini coefficient data, which takes into account social and 
economic disparities, has also shown that unequal wealth distribution in 
South Africa has grown considerably from 1996 to 2005 (Ntshalintshali, 
2006).

Clearly, AIDS has had a significant impact on the HDI and the Gini 
coefficient. The pandemic has brought life expectancy in South Africa 
down from sixty- two years in 1990 to forty- seven years in 2005 (United 
Nations Population Fund [UNFPA], 2005). AIDS- related deaths in 
South Africa had taken more than 2 million people by the end of 2005. 
Between 1997 and 2005, the annual number of registered deaths for peo-
ple between twenty- four and forty- nine years old rose by a staggering 
169 percent (Medical Research Council [MRC], 2006). There are more 
than 5.5 million South Africans living with HIV, including 240,000 
children less than fifteen years old, and more than a million children 
orphaned (United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS [UNAIDS], 2007). 
The province of KwaZulu- Natal (KZN) has one of the highest rates of 
infection in the country at 39 percent in 2006 (South African Department 
of Health, 2006). Yet by 2007, only 300,000 people had accessed antiret-
roviral (ARV) medication from the government, though there are plans to 
reach one million people by 2010 (South African National AIDS Council 
[SANAC], 2006; UNAIDS, 2007). Colleen O’Manique (2004) argues 
that neoliberalism’s entrance into the global sphere is at the heart of the 
dilemma posed by AIDS. She insists,

the problem is not simply that clinical medicine fails to pay sufficient 
attention, but that it is difficult for our highly individualistic societies 
to see the link between the broader organization of societies, the dis-
tribution of wealth and power, and human health. Unfettered growth 
and trade, understood as “freedom”, overrides other values. (p. 19)

As the gap between the rich and the poor widens, the impacts of AIDS 
worsen. Mark Hunter (2005) has highlighted clear links between eco-
nomic policy and AIDS in South Africa, specifically as it manifests in 
informal settlements “where HIV rates are reported to be almost twice as 
high as they are in rural and urban areas” (p. 145). The higher infection 
rates in shack settlements are “not only due to sexual transmission, but is 
in part a consequence of inadequate water, nutrition, and sanitation and 
the general poor state of health in the former” (p. 145). AIDS is rooted 
to socioeconomic forces in far more complex ways than is often assumed 
(Hunter, 2005).

While neoliberalism “has guided the globalization of economic activ-
ity and become the conventional wisdom in international agencies and 
institutions (such as the IMF, World Bank, World Trade Organization, 
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and the technical agencies of the United Nations, including the WHO)” 
(Navarro, 2006), it is increasingly being challenged as adverse effects on 
people and societies pile up. While the specific adaptations of neoliberal-
ism in postapartheid South Africa is not the sole cause of the disparities we 
are witnessing, an examination of these policies does “capture the unwill-
ingness of the state to intervene more directly to redistribute wealth, cre-
ate employment, and provide basic services” (Hunter, 2005, p. 151).

In turn, the adoption of neoliberal policies in so many areas that directly 
impact people’s ability to sustain life itself, combined with the increasing 
AIDS crisis, can arguably be directly linked to the rise of new social move-
ments in postapartheid South Africa. For this reason, it is crucial to look 
to the issues as identified and articulated by social movements in response 
to the intrusion of privatization and commodification into their lives. 
I follow Stevphen Shukaitis and David Graeber’s (2006) insistence that 
“militant research starts from the understandings, experiences, and rela-
tions generated through organizing, as both a method of political action 
and as a form of knowledge” (p. 12). Particularly, I focus on the shack 
settlements in the south Durban area of Chatsworth, called Crossmoor, 
where I have been doing some of my fieldwork.

Crossmoor is comprised of two shack settlements inhabited by approx-
imately four hundred Indian and African families who have been dealing 
with ongoing evictions, court cases, political promises, and media atten-
tion since their first attempts to occupy the land in August 2006. In that 
time the communities have also successfully mobilized marches, meetings 
with councilors and other city representatives, started a nonprofit shack 
dwellers organization, launched campaigns in the form of court cases and 
letter writing, and managed to formalize many aspects of their commu-
nity while being consistently under attack.

The research approach I adopted in Crossmoor, what I call ethnography-
 in- motion, hinges on two interlinking ideas. First, it is a grounding in 
knowledge arising from social movements and from the everyday prac-
tices of people living in, through, and against neoliberalism. Second, it 
is a practice that includes engaged pedagogy, visual methods, and other 
creative means of organizing and working collaboratively to create con-
crete engagements in social struggles. In this way, it brings together a 
grounding in knowledge produced through direct engagement, and an 
active, engaged aspect that stimulates further knowledge production and 
political action. To begin then, I am interested in examining the responses 
to the impacts of neoliberal economic policy delivered from above from 
social movements in South Africa, setting into context the situation in 
Crossmoor as we zoom in more closely.

Social Movement Issues against Privatization

Postapartheid social movements in South Africa have been considerably 
focused on issues around the privatization of water, electricity, and housing. 
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In Johannesburg, the Soweto Electricity Crisis Committee (SECC) was 
formed to respond to the commodification and privatization of electric-
ity, as South Africa began to privatize its formerly state- owned electricity 
and water utilities. In 1999, South Africa privatized the state- owned elec-
tricity provider Eskom, which led to the installation of prepaid electricity 
meters and massive electricity cutoffs for thousands of people living in 
poor communities. Instead of bringing efficiency, these new corporate 
formations focused on full cost recovery, with prices at times increasing 
by up to 400 percent (Smith, 2002), which had radical impacts on those 
who could not afford to pay.

At the same time as electricity was being privatized, so was water. 
The water utility in Johannesburg was bought by Suez, a French con-
sortium, which also quickly led to higher rates, prepaid water meters, 
and thousands of water cutoffs. Again social movements and spontaneous 
struggles, mainly focused on prepaid water meters, disconnections, and 
water cutoffs, erupted across the country. Prominent groups include the 
Anti- Privatisation Forum (APF), the Coalition against Water Privatisation 
(CAWP), and the Phiri Concerned Residents Forum (PCRF). Many 
groups and communities have also been reconnecting water for residents 
who have been cutoff because of nonpayment. In Phiri (Soweto), the 
struggle against prepaid water meters has been ongoing since their instal-
lation by Johannesburg Water in 2003. In 2008, they will be heard in the 
high court.

Throughout 2006 and 2007, residents from Crossmoor marched on 
the city, wrote letters, and told their stories to the media in an attempt 
to secure water and toilets for their more than three hundred residents 
who had neither. In Kennedy Road, a shack settlement within the city 
of Durban that is almost twenty years old and the home to Abahlali base-
Mjondolo (shack dwellers movement), more than seven thousand people 
live with only six serviced toilets. Consequences of not having access to 
water have been deadly for poor communities who often live with up 
to twenty people in a household, and face regular cutoffs when they are 
unable to pay. Inadequate amounts of water and proper sanitation are a 
critical public health issue, deepening the severity and intensity of the 
AIDS crisis (APF, 2007; Bond, 2006).

Simultaneously, land and housing are major issues in contemporary 
South Africa. The country continues to be marked by the racist geo-
graphic separations used by the apartheid government through legislation, 
such as The Group Areas Act (1950), which tore apart and ghettoized 
whole communities based on the color of their skin. This legacy is not 
easily shorn and is a continual ref lection of the legacy of inequality and 
the unequal distribution of wealth. Housing issues have remained at the 
center of discussion around how the transition and promised redistribu-
tion of wealth can be measured. For the ANC, housing has been a central 
discursive feature of their political campaigning. Hunter (2005) reports 
that “[d]uring the democratic transition, the ANC heralded the provision 
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of housing, perhaps more than any other policy, as having the ability to 
jump start radical economic and social redistribution” (p. 157).

While around a million houses have been built, the reality and approach 
to providing housing has been far off target in a number of ways. Hunter 
(2005) writes, “[t]he state took twice as long (ten and not five years) to 
meet its first target of building one million new houses. Some scholars 
blame shortcomings in housing policy on the weakness of the chosen 
mechanism for delivery, namely a market- driven one off capital subsidy 
system” (p. 157). Postapartheid informal housing planning has been based 
largely on the Urban Development Framework that took an individual-
izing and commodifying approach to development, relying primarily on 
market mechanisms to deal with housing (Huchzermeyer, 2004).

Recently, antipoor legislation of slum clearance, such as KZN prov-
ince’s Elimination and Prevention of Re- emergence of Slums Bill (KZN, 
2006), coupled with the increased repression around land and housing in 
the form of ongoing evictions, shack demolition and forced removals, is 
making life even more precarious for millions of South Africans. Social 
movements such as Abahlali baseMjondolo, Western Cape Anti- Eviction 
Campaign (WCAEC), the Westcliffe Flat Dwellers Association, and oth-
ers have been tirelessly mobilizing around land and housing issues.

As Surooj, a resident of Crossmoor, explains, “We are going to contest 
the evictions. What can we do? We are desperate. The conditions are bad; 
it’s not healthy living for us at all.” Living in overcrowded, deplorable, 
violent, and untenable situations coupled with run- down government 
housing, increasing poverty, and joblessness has created no alternatives for 
many but to build shacks or face homelessness.

Housing insecurity has a number of impacts on AIDS and HIV and other 
health issues. It makes it difficult to get access to, and remain on, medica-
tions for TB and other AIDS- related illness. Sleeping in the bush, or in over-
crowded conditions, greatly impacts health and increases the likelihood of 
contracting TB. Weakened immune systems are more susceptible to HIV and 
if HIV is already present in the system, conditions which make it difficult to 
maintain a healthy diet increase your chance of getting sick and dying. The 
unfortunate irony is that many of the people who end up in shack settlements 
are trying to cope with a family member who has HIV or other disabilities, 
or have come from rural communities to the city in search of treatment and 
care when they are very ill. The cycle of poor health is then exacerbated by 
the conditions in the settlements and the close proximities of people living 
with HIV and TB invariably leads to increases in transmission.

In Crossmoor, there are a disproportionate number of people living with 
disabilities who claimed to have ended up in a shack in large part because of 
the economic drain on their household due to illnesses. Likewise, many resi-
dents of the Kennedy Road shack settlement were deeply impacted by AIDS 
and were shuttling family members between rural areas and the city in seek 
of treatment in care, largely without success. Because of these overlapping and 
intersecting situations, AIDS becomes ghettoized within shack settlements.
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Zooming in

It was so sunny that morning. The kind of sun that streams through 
the trees and picks up all the little particles of dust on the air. I arrived 
very early in Crossmoor, the sounds of the hammers from the night 
before still resounding in the air. People were tired but looking content 
with their labor. A lot of the single women and their children were still 
building shacks up the side of the hill. But homes were getting built.

I wanted to find Ramen. His five- year- old daughter, Renee, is mag-
ical to me. So full of mystery and wonder about the world. She’s lovely; 
a perfect little round face with huge black eyes. Since I’ve been coming 
to the dusty shack settlement in Crossmoor she’s been following me 
everywhere, staring at me yet refusing to talk. Sometimes, the way she 
stares, it seems like she doesn’t really know that she exists in the world, 
that I can see her. The women tell me that she talks a lot when I’m not 
around. Sometimes she even stands on the little table in the settlement 
all by herself and sings Hindi songs and dances. Her silence has become 
a kind of game between us. She stays steady as a rock, willing me to try 
to break her. She receives tickles, questions, hugs, entreaties, all with as 
stoic a face as she can muster, beating me every time. I spin her around 
and she tries hard to repress her blooming smile, lest I see.

Ramen’s shack has become important to me, because Ramen is 
her father. He builds the roof over Renee’s head, not to mention her 
two younger siblings and her mother. The five of them. And Ramen 
is such a decent man. A good father. A rare man who stayed with his 
family even in the midst of such hardships and poverty.

The house he built through the night, his shack, was so lovely. 
Beautiful little windows that opened, and nice red wallpaper inside 
he got from the signboard shop where he works part- time. He was 
exhausted, sprawled out on the little bed with the kids all around 
him. I hadn’t seen him look so happy. His eyes shone through his 
tiredness. “I’ve been up all night.” He smiles. I smile. There’s not 
much to say. I film the little shack, Renee holding onto the door-
frame proudly, staring up at me in her usual, provocative way.

When the police and protection services arrive a few hours later peo-
ple wearily pick up their hammers and spades and make to the front to 
the settlement. There was so much energy in the air after that night of 
labor. The joy of finally having homes. Yet the struggle is not over.

People sang protest songs, toi- toied, tried to block the road into the 
settlement, and sent representatives down to reason with the police. 
None of it mattered. The sound of the wood supports of shacks being 
smashed with axes and the shouts of people trying to protect their homes 
resounded from all sides. The low- level protection services workers 
looked a little scared. They smashed as fast as they could with their 
axes and hard hats. It’s not unlikely that they live in shacks themselves. 
People were begging and pleading, trying to protect their homes. It 
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was heartbreaking. Hot angry tears welled in my eyes. Shots rang out. 
People were yelling, “Are you trying to kill us? Then kill us right here! 
We will die on this land. We can not live like this any longer.”

I joined the voices beseeching to the police to stop their unlawful 
attack. Coldly they looked away and avoided my questions. “There 
are children there! What are you doing?” I screamed as an officer 
aimed his gun toward Ramen’s house. “I’m not going to kill anyone, 
it’s only rubber bullets,” he shot back at me.

An hour later Ramen’s house was in tatters, now only boards lying 
on the grass. Ramen just kept shaking his head, hung down low, 
sadly looking at the remains. He was speechless. Renee and her one-
 year- old sister sat under a little piece of foam, erected as a make- shift 
shelter to protect them from the burning sun.

Without lifting his head Ramen starts talking to me, “What can I 
do? There is nothing for me to do. I have to put a roof over my fam-
ily’s head. I will just have to lift the shack up and live again.” ( field 
notes, 2007)

Crossmoor. In motion. Zooming in closer to see the impacts of  neoliberal 
policies and forced removals gives them a tone that statistics just do not 
muster. Like institutional ethnography that “seeks to locate the dynamics 
of a local setting in the complex institutional relations organizing the local 
dynamics” (Ng, 1984, p. 19, cited in Choudry, 2004, np), ethnography-
 in- motion vaults between the complex, often multisited, political and 
economic environments in which the local occurs, while continuing to 
mobilize within it. The everyday practices of the state, the police, nongov-
ernmental organizations (NGOs), activists, international financial institu-
tions, and others are all part of the production of power and inequalities. As 
are the practices of the men who come with axes to tear down the shacks.

There are two security guards that keep twenty- four- hour watch 
over the settlement, lest anyone try their luck at building a new shack 
on the municipal land. Yet the guards are living close to the people 
and this continual interaction is having an impact. They don’t want to 
lose their jobs, but they aren’t pleased at having to watch people sleep 
out in the open fields with their children. During the day they sit idly 
under the shade of a big tree on the upper part of the land. I ask them 
about their work and they tell me they are security guards contracted 
by the city to do its dirty work. They don’t like it, but not unlike the 
residents in Crossmoor, they don’t have much choice. After domestic 
work, you are most likely to find a job these days as a security guard. 
I ask one of the guards where he lives. He looks down into the dust, 
embarrassed. He doesn’t want to tell me. I guess that he may live in a 
shack himself as so many of the men I’ve met in the settlements work 
as contract security guards, though usually guarding the property of 
the rich. I’m not sure which would be worse. ( field notes, 2007)
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As this vignette relays, it is through everyday practices that actors  “ (re)create 
capitalist relations” (Millar, 2007, p. 8) and are not only dominated by them. 
As Ramen resists, mobilizes, and creates alternatives when the state offers 
him none, the state’s agents in the form of security guards reproduce capital-
ist relations in maintaining private property rights and simultaneously allow 
certain practices to emerge and f lourish. Drawing on Bourdieu (1990) in 
her ethnography of the informal economy of dump sites in Brazil, Kathleen 
Millar (2007) points out that “capitalism, like any other social system, does 
not exist apart form human action but must be made and re- made daily 
through the practices of individuals” (p. 9). The security guards’ and munic-
ipal workers’ sympathy for the Crossmoor settlement (coupled with a simul-
taneous fear of the mass of people in the community turning on them), and 
the evolving friendships and relations with community leaders opened up a 
space for a land occupation even under municipal surveillance.

In response to untenable living conditions, residents of the shack settle-
ments in Crossmoor, Cato Crest, and Mayville initiated an umbrella orga-
nization called the South African Shack Dwellers Organization (SASDO). 
SASDO joined the many other social movements that have emerged in 
the country linking issues around access to adequate housing, water, elec-
tricity, and sanitation to the dignity and health of an increasing number 
of South Africans.

SASDO’s Implementation Strategy focuses on supporting “shack-
 dwellers in crisis which they experience everyday basis” and looking at 
an “holistic development approach which involves, e.g. Housing Project, 
Electricity, Water, Sanitation which involves toilets and roads and Political 
biasness” (SASDO, 2007). Ultimately seeing the links between these issues 
and the need to mobilize on a broader front they insist that “in South 
Africa shack- dwellers are the people who are not enjoying the democracy 
which some of them they fought for. Shack- dwellers in South Africa are 
the people who are treated different from other citizens, they are treated 
as a illegal foreigners” (SASDO, 2007).

SASDO articulates not only a desire to fight for the rights of shack 
dwellers, of which the organization comprised, but also to “deal with 
councilors behaviour and attitude of removing shack- dwellers in land close 
to commercial centres allocated solely to developers” (SASDO, 2007). 
This makes clear the links between capital exploitation in favor of big 
business over the right to adequate housing and services for the increasing 
number of people forced into precarious living conditions.

Night after night, police smashing after smashing, the community per-
sisted to build and rebuild shacks, until finally perseverance, sympathetic 
city workers, and lenient contracted security guards combined to stabilize 
a community of 280 new shacks on the hills of Crossmoor. This (new) 
part of the original settlement named itself Ekupoleni (the promised land). 
It had been over a year since the initial land occupation, forced evictions, 
and court case had taken place. Six months after the shacks remained 
standing the settlement had a church, a creche, and every bare piece of 
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ground was growing corn, squash, and f lowers for sale in the market and 
for use by the community. They had mobilized continually during this 
period, marching on councilors and the mayor, speaking to the local police 
and security guards, and working together with Congressional Budget 
Offices (CBOs), government departments, and middle- class activists to 
achieve their goals. SASDO was born in this time period as well. By 
2008, the two parts of the community had stand taps, but continued to 
wait for adequate toilets. A community had been born, and it was nearly 
self- sufficient.

Yet it is not, of course, a simple or rosy picture. Racism boils very 
close to the surface as Africans and Indians struggle to live close to each 
other for the first time. Power struggles within the leadership exist, as do 
struggles over resources and status that erupt from time to time, especially 
with the insertion of outsiders such as myself and other independent activ-
ists, and those from government, religious groups, media, and NGOs that 
have material and other resources to offer. The conditions continue to be 
very hard, food is a problem, water and sanitation is still desperately poor, 
and vicious rats have infested the settlement, eating people’s food and 
attacking children, because municipal garbage pick- up is so infrequent. 
Yet Crossmoor is an interesting, lively place, full of promise, agency, 
laughter, and hope, while continuing to be a site of much hardship.

“Home- Less” in Crossmoor

While a primary aspect of ethnography- in- motion is a grounding in 
knowledge produced through direct engagement in struggles, the sec-
ond part includes creative, critical pedagogy as part of ref lexive elabora-
tions on organizing. In Crossmoor, this approach created a horizontal and 
unbounded pedagogy, mixing discussion, research, mobilizing, organiz-
ing, and critical ref lection.

Over the course of a year in collaboration with the community, I 
documented and collected video on various aspects of the struggle in 
Crossmoor, including organizing meetings, various police attempts to 
smash people’s homes, and everyday living and laughing together. A 
final twenty- five- minute documentary, “Home- less,” was then screened 
within the community and became a center point for sharing knowledge, 
discussion, ref lection, arguments, and troublesome issues from within 
the residents’ own struggles. Racial divisions that emerged throughout 
the year that divided the settlement were both contested and revealed 
in the video screening discussion session.

Simply stated, the video acted as a mirror, ref lecting back the historical 
trajectory of this particular struggle—their struggle—in a way that allowed 
critical engaged ref lection and strategizing. The knowledge that had been 
produced through everyday organizing and fighting with the police (and 
at times, each other) was ref lected back, elaborated, rehashed, and strate-
gized. In one example, months after the first major confrontation with the 
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police, stories began to circulate that the Indians living in the community 
had not stood at the front lines to confront the city workers who had come 
with axes to smash the shacks. The video footage, conversely, showed 
quite the opposite, with Indians and Africans standing together, linking 
arms and attempting to stop the destruction of their homes. This was an 
uncomfortable realization in the space of the screening, yet undeniable 
and earlier racial divisions tangible in the room softened as the commu-
nity watched their own history play out before their eyes.

Ref lecting back this process through an ethnography- in- motion using 
video documentation captured ways the state reproduces itself through 
mechanisms of governmentality, yet kept theory grounded in the real 
constraints and possibilities actually existing in the world. From the hous-
ing struggles in South Africa to the anti- IMF summits, there are so often 
men with sticks, borders to cross, and places we are shut out from. While 
a shifting, malleable notion of power is hard to reconcile with the violence 
witnessed by the state and the police apparatus everywhere we manifest 
alternatives; remembering that those relations are continually creating and 
recreating themselves allows us to see fissures and cracks in an otherwise 
solid looking system of constraints.

Conclusion

In the particular context of South Africa, there is ample evidence of a 
protracted war against the poor fought through police, through the sup-
pression of life saving medications, the swift rise of neoliberalism, and 
through the symbolic violence enacted by the growing elite against the 
majority poor (see, Bond, 2000, 2004; Desai, 2002, 2006; Hart, 2002; 
Marais, 2001; Walsh, 2008). At a local level, the state of exception3 func-
tions by creating a being- outside, yet belonging on the very bodies of 
informal workers, shack dwellers, and migrants. The movement inherent 
in this making and remaking and the interplay between topographies of 
power (Ferguson, 2006) is the basis for an ethnography- in- motion. As 
Holloway (2007) writes,

Our dignities are stones thrown through the glass of capitalist domi-
nation. They create holes, but, more than that, they create cracks that 
run. Movement is essential. Capital is a constant process of filling 
the cracks, re- absorbing our rebellions, so that our rebellion, to stay 
alive, must move faster than capital. An autonomous space that does 
not spread, that does not become a crack, risks being turned into its 
opposite, an institution. (np)

This is not a recipe for explaining the world, but a method for sharing 
stories of resistances, constraints, cracks, and exclusions. It is the inter-
play between the global and local seen together, through the everyday, 
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simultaneous, and continual effecting of one another. Further, this 
exchange presupposes that we learn and dialogue better in action, pushes 
us to ref lect while doing, to question while walking. This, then, is part of 
an ethnography- in- motion.

Notes

1. Wolpe describes the apartheid system not only as one of racial exclusion, but also as a system 
of domination and control intrinsically bent on reproducing and elaborating capitalist relations 
already present in South Africa.

2. Patrick Bond points out that an accurate picture of the HDI would need to take account of 
income disparities in South Africa, the low quality and poor location of housing, the high levels 
of electricity disconnections and prepaid meters, and the uneven application of the Free Basic 
Electricity policy.

3. As Giorgio Agamben (2005) explores, the state of exception, or iustitium, has been an integral 
aspect of the juridical system since Roman times, and the voluntary creation of a permanent state 
of emergency has become the dominant paradigm for “contemporary nation states, including 
so- called democratic ones” (p. 2).
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C H A P T E R  F O U R T E E N

Kabyle Community Participatory Action Research 
(CPAR) in Algeria: Reflections on Research, 

Amazigh Identity, and Schooling

Taieb Belkacem

As Charles Péguy, a French socialist writer and Catholic who died on the 
battle field during the First World War, would say, “every mystic starts 
in and finishes in politics . . .” (Péguy, 1910/1993, pp. 102–103). I met the 
Innu nation in Canada in 1999 and started my healing journey within the 
Midiwin society of North America. At first I felt unbalanced by the strong 
quest for identity within the Innu nation but then I started coming back 
to my roots as a Berber and began to stand on my own two feet again. I 
was much more comfortable being in charge of my own destiny and felt 
more empowered by the idea of freedom that is intrinsic to my Amazigh 
(free man) identity.

What I found interesting while living with my Innu family was the 
organization of the community around a system of beliefs different from 
the Western system I knew before and that I considered until then as the 
only one. This ethnocentrism became a shame for me as I realized that 
my vision was blurred and the cultural empathy that I claimed to have 
was also in some way portraying my ignorance. I realized I was simply the 
product of a cultural demagogy and ethnocentric school system in France, 
which prevented me from being aware of myself beyond the self. It is this 
thought in part, that brings me to this project of community participatory 
action research (CPAR) in my village.

As I have been taught in the Midiwin society, to heal people you first 
need to heal yourself. In the healing process education plays a big part; the 
acquisition and protection of my indigeneity and our knowledge system 
is another significant element. This knowledge that I am attempting to 
bring back to the fore has been hidden for many years since it has been 
treated by others as useless, retarded, shameful, and outside the realm of 
the hegemonic scientific field of knowing. Getting involved in my village 
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life and participating in educating myself as well as the people of my vil-
lage has brought on the possibility of social change and participatory work 
for the protection of Amazigh indigenous knowledge.

Talking about CPAR and Kabyle Culture

I would like to present this chapter in keeping with what Yaghejian (2002) 
describes as introducing a particular voice while demonstrating an under-
standing of the concept of Participatory Action Research as I, as a member 
of the community, have defined it. Yaghejian (2002) writes that

the act of writing home refers to the process of creating home that 
becomes possible through literacy, since reading and writing involve 
not only a product, but a process of reproduction. As such, Writing 
Home illustrates the need to revitalize the heritage language through 
creative practice. (p. 4)

Unfortunately, as I still have trouble finding a Kabyle philosophical or spir-
itual framework, I will employ a Western academic framework for now. To 
begin, I write home using narratives about moments that my family, my 
community, or I myself have been engaged in. Shirinian (2000) describes 
beginning as follows: “Beginning implies both return and repetition and 
not a linear development to some ultimate moment . . . Beginning a quest, 
departure from what is known, sets up a connection between continu-
ance and continuity” (p. 145). In the same vein, O’Reilly- Scanlon (2000) 
writes that

the real value of this kind of ref lection lies not within the past, but 
within the realm of possibilities and potential to change the Future. 
Acknowledging that the past is a prologue to our future we need 
to examine and question how our understanding of what we have 
learned about our pasts and how the formation of our selves can 
effect change to make us better people and teachers. (p. 206)

Before addressing CPAR, Kabyle educational experiences, and research 
possibilities, let me provide a brief description of the historical and politi-
cal context of my community, the Kabyle, in Algeria.

The Historical and Political Relationship between 
the Kabyle and Colonizing Groups and the State in Algeria

I am Kabyle. I was born in and grew up in France. I used to live in a city 
whose economy was based on the extraction of minerals and on metal 
production. My father was brought there during the colonization and 
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worked to rebuild France after the Second World War, like most of the 
men of my village in Algeria. The process of importing labor to France 
has created a Kabyle diaspora, which became the context of my upbring-
ing. In this Kabyle diaspora, I heard many stories about my land. My fam-
ily in France and Algeria have talked in great depth about my ancestors; 
ancestors who were seen as regarded highly within the community and 
were said to have tremendous healing powers.

Coming from the last village in the range of the Djur Djura Mountains, 
I am a Marabout, a man of very ancient heritage, linked officially today 
to the bloodline of the prophet Mahomet; a heritage questioned in many 
ways today. Each village had a man as a leader, an educated and spiritual 
man considered by the community to be a saint. The stories say a lot about 
my great great grandfather. It is said that one day, the village was having 
a meeting to decide about splitting up. My ancestor did not support the 
project of splitting up but the conversation turned against him. Upset, he 
exclaimed, “Take your share and I will take mine. Everyone who wants 
to stay with me should follow me.” When he left, the mountain followed 
him. The story explains how the village then decided not to split up and 
it is now one of the reasons given to explain the actual shape of that par-
ticular mountain.

I find this story very interesting because it shows the image of a tra-
ditional political organization, a dynamic between Kabyle people in the 
mountain, and it demonstrates a system of belief that brings the commu-
nity together as one with the land.

The saints and founders of those villages are considered to be descen-
dants of the prophet Mahomet. They all have a sacred place where people 
go to ask for healing and blessings. Even if the grave of the ancestor is 
known and protected by the residents of the village and is considered an 
important Islamic place by the people—a place for collective contempla-
tion—it is denounced by the Algerian government. Also, the dominant 
practice of Islam in Algeria considers the villagers’ practices to be part 
of a non- Islamic cult. This condemnation compels people to attend the 
mosques in the city where the only language promoted is Arabic.

However, regardless of such pressures, in the mountains there is a 
strong tradition of shamanism that proves the existence of another system 
of belief that is closely related to the original Amazigh culture. Camille 
Lacoste- Dujardin (1984) writes that “Tamazight [a Berber language] sup-
ports a very big and rich oral literature in prose—myths, ante Islamic 
tales, legends, nice stories—and poems (love poetics, songs of work, of 
celebrations, songs for babies, etc.), and the long local persistence of the 
oral has been kept alive until now” (p. 65).

To begin any kind of educational project in a mountain community 
in Kabyle, it is really important to consider the presence of animism and 
Islam, two strong and deeply rooted spiritual and/or religious traditions, 
which shape the social and political situation in Kabyle. However, look-
ing into the political history of the mountain can also be of great help 
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in this regard. Also, the works of Nedjma Abdelfettah Lalmi (2004) and 
Lacoste- Dujardin (1984, 1999) can help us understand political founda-
tions of Kabyle society today.

Nedjma (2004) talks about a “community of the mountainous relief, 
about the use of Berber language, about sedentary life style and about the 
existence of a municipal tradition as well as about a usual system of rights 
distinct from the Muslim system of right” (p. 511). She also supports the 
idea that a Kabyle state existed and had Bejaia as a capital long before 
French colonization. She quotes Emile- Felix Gautier who talks about a 
“Kabyle kingdom . . . one of the faces of the Senhadla Kingdom, this other 
one being the Ifriqya (actual Tunisia)” (p. 514). For Gautier, the quality 
of this relationship proves that this state was not a stranger to the tribes 
and that “Bejaia was their own Capital city” (as cited in Nedjma, 2004, 
p. 514). Nedjma finds artistic evidence of this within the art of Guergour: 
“This link to the world and to the city is being confirmed by the art 
of Guergour, art of synthesis between geometrical berber forms and the 
round and f loral motifs that surprised Lucien Golvin (1955) in his study of 
the carpet of the area” (p. 524).

Lacoste- Dujardin (1984) supports the idea of an opposition between 
Kabyle and Arabs by saying that “to understand, we need to go back to 
1847 when, preceding the conquest of Kabyle, Bugeaud launched some 
kind of ethno- political Kabyle from a representation opposing ‘Sedentary 
Berbers’ and ‘Arab Nomads.’ We need to add that Kabyles resisted the 
French army for a long period, without joining Abd el Kader” (Lacoste-
 Dujardin, 1984, pp. 257–277). Nedjma (2004) explains that the word 
Kabyle refers to an involved relationship between Kabyles and Arabs. 
She says,

In the same time that Maghrebian cities were developing and becom-
ing Arab, their backcountry was designed as territories of the “qbail”, 
which means tribes. It is why we can find “qbails” around Bejaia, 
Jijel, Kolel, Tlemencen, Kolea, Cherchell, etc. According to G. Yver 
(1927), it is in the Qirtâs (Ibn Abi Zar’, 1860), that the word appeared 
for the first time as an ethnic reference. Tribalism and berberism, or 
berber fact or tribal fact, become then pretty much synonymic and 
in the actual Kabylie, qbaïli (man of the tribe) becomes an ethnonym 
with which the indigenous are going to identify themselves. The 
universal oppositional ratio between cities and rural land, is going 
to be taken more like an ethnic opposition between Kabyles/Arabs 
because of the fact of a progressive arabisation of the cities. (p. 513)

Expressing the agenda of the two main political pressure systems that 
the Amazigh colonial and/or postcolonial society has had to support in 
Algeria, the Islamic/Arabic one and the French one, Nedjma gives us 
a great deal of information about the political and cultural situation of 
Algeria today. She digs in to the Muslim foundations in the region during 
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the middle ages and looks at the relations between Arabs and Kabyles 
since the early twelfth century to explain the cultural situation as well as 
the political heritage of the Amazigh. She comes to the conclusion that

It appears to us that the split with the central state is due to . . . the loss 
of Bejaia in 1510 to the Spanish—and it contributes to explaining the 
development of a phenomena that, as we know it, has only been stud-
ied in synchronical studies of anthropologists and contemporanists, 
known as the “village republics” of Kabyles and their  assemblies. 
(2004, p. 516)

Talking about the war of independence in Algeria, Lacoste- Dujardin 
(1999) refers to Messali Hadj, the leader of the independence movement 
in Algeria in the early 1900s. Messali Hadj led a party that changed 
names a couple of times because of French interference but it was known 
for a long while as the MNA or Algerian National Movement. He was 
pushing for a Muslim, socialist, and democratic state. This movement 
was supported for a long period by people like Hocine Ait Ahmed, leader 
of the actual FFS or Front of the Socialist Forces and a great number of 
Imazighen (free men). In fact, in 1936, according to Lacoste- Dujardin 
(1999), 70  percent of his party consisted of Kabyles, a proportion that was 
equivalent to Kabyle emigration to France (2001).

Talking about education in our communities, Nedjma points to the 
existence of a strong tradition of educated people in Kabyle because of 
what she considers the Muslim precolonial society that in turn also helped 
explain why there was a positive response to French schooling initiatives. 
Kabyle people have always had a high regard for education, as suggested 
by Nedjma and Lacoste- Dujardin. Through the ages we have demon-
strated a great ability to adapt, be creative, and remain great producers 
of culture and knowledge. This process needs to be supported and pro-
tected today. CPAR opens such possibilities in the current Kabyle politi-
cal, social, and cultural context as it is research that is rooted in the Kabyle 
values of sharing and collectivity that are so important in our villages. As 
Lacoste- Dujardin (1970) puts it,

The egalitarianism of the Kabyle village residents shown through 
the oral literature reveals in every occasion a real obsession for the 
appropriation of personal power against which the village commu-
nity’s fight has been constant. The most celebrated heroes in the 
communities are before everything very careful about restoring the 
community’s order, fraternal and egalitarian. (p. 534)

When it comes to CPAR and the prospects for Kabyle education, the 
possibilities need to be informed by the current situation in the classroom. 
Schooling only in Arabic is maintained through centralized control by a 
state that actively suppresses all local possibilities and compels assimilation 
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in to the dominant Arab educational system. For example, while school 
budgets are apparently at the discretion of the school principal, principals 
are under surveillance by the local government. The pedagogical impli-
cations of this politics of cultural control were the primary motivation 
for the following and preliminary CPAR that I initiated in the spring/ 
summer of 2008.

Education: Kabyle Is Taught as a Foreign Language

I met the principal of the elementary school while traveling in the moun-
tains to help my uncle with his biweekly selling journey. The principal is 
from the school that children from my village attend. My uncle is a mer-
chant and one of my great pleasures is to accompany him to the mountains 
and meet the people and listen to their stories. Although many others have 
tried to open their own businesses to compete with him, they have all 
failed. Meanwhile, my uncle has not even had to change his prices. This 
is why he is known and respected. People also know of his involvement 
in the village, and they owe him a lot because he stayed with them even 
when times were ridden with conf lict. They trust him and this is what is 
valued in our village, more than any thing else.

My uncle introduced me to the principal of the local elementary school 
when we were traveling together in the mountains. The principal gave 
me an appointment to meet with him at the school. On the day of the 
meeting, he arrived a bit late and could not open the door because he did 
not have the keys of the school with him. He asked for the school guard 
but none of the people sitting in front of the school had seen the man. 
The school is located on one of the rare cross roads in the mountain and 
near the unique and easily accessible fountain in the area. In the summer, 
this place is really significant because of severe water shortages in all the 
homes. It was actually after a community meeting that the people of the 
village decided to build this installation. I remember when I was young 
that every time somebody was thirsty in the village, they would send a 
child to go knock on doors and get water.

That day the principal was in a very delicate situation—he had some-
body he promised to show the school to, a school, no keys, and no guard. 
He called a child in the street by his name and asked him to run to the 
guard’s house to get the key. The child was really happy and ran to do 
as he was asked, clearly demonstrating his affection for the principal. I 
was happy to have this chance in the middle of the summer to visit the 
school with the principal. I was already playing with the kids every day. 
The school is a very basic building with really simple and minimal fur-
niture. The official texts are all written in Arabic and the classes are run 
in the same language. It is a problem when alphabetism (in Arabic) is 
given so much importance in an area where the only language spoken by 
families is Kabyle (an oral tradition). French is being used less frequently 

9780230615137ts15.indd   2009780230615137ts15.indd   200 7/13/2009   12:08:54 PM7/13/2009   12:08:54 PM



Kabyle CPAR in Algeria 201

and primarily on occasions and for matters outside of the local Kabyle 
culture.

During my school visit, we were talking about the religious posters in 
the local building where my ancestor is buried. I shared what I thought 
about it and elaborated on how and why fundamentalist Islamism was 
making its ways in to our community and how this was replacing our 
beliefs and entering our systems of representation. Islamists have con-
structed a building that looks like a mosque around the gravesite so that 
people can see it from afar and for the few who make it inside, they have 
even put up posters of the pilgrimage to Mecca.

In Kabyle, there is a complimentary tension at play on both the Berber 
language cultural and fronts. Kabyles have expressed their need for official 
recognition of their identity but the response has been a partial one and 
one that is primarily focused on diminishing sociocultural- linguistic ten-
sions that have been created in Kabyle by state control over Kabyle edu-
cation. For instance, children from Kabyle have to wait until junior high 
school to get a chance to learn their language in school. Kabyle is then 
offered as a supplementary subject for four years. It is taught by teachers 
who often might know Kabyle but are not necessarily pedagogues who 
know how to teach the language in school settings. There is no teaching 
of Kabyle identity and in fact, the educational process continues to repro-
duce a social pressure to conform to Arab ways while actively working to 
fragment Berber identity. As Bernstein (1990) observes in this regard,

I have argued that the assumptions of invisible pedagogies as they 
inform spatial, temporal and control grids are less likely to be met 
in class or ethnically disadvantaged groups, and as a consequence 
the child is likely to misread the cultural and cognitive significance 
of such a classroom practice, and the teacher is likely to misread the 
cultural and cognitive significance of the child. (p. 84)

Or, as Wertsch (1991) would likely conclude, “Given the difficulty, it is 
perhaps surprising that students are ever able to recognize, let alone mas-
ter, the formal instructional speech genres grounded in decontextualized 
word meaning” (p. 135). More than this, teaching Tamazight, which is 
in the family of Berber languages, in this manner in the classroom poten-
tially creates the feeling that Tamazight is an option (out of other possi-
bilities) and a burden for the development of children who could, in the 
end, be successful without really having to study it. Ironically, while it 
is considered a victory by some Berbers that the local language is even 
being taught at all in the formal schools, this approach to teaching actu-
ally retards the moment when Tamazight might become the official lan-
guage in our schools. At the same time it increases the social exclusion of 
Kabyles from the educational process and the dominant Arab society of 
the Algerian elite. So, as the principal of the school was saying to me, “in 
Kabyle, Kabyle is taught as a foreign language.”
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The pedagogical materials remain purely linear and oriented toward 
basic knowledge acquisition. Freire and Macedo (1987) tell us that

Mechanically memorizing the description of an object does not 
constitute knowing the object. That is why reading a text as pure 
description of an object (like a syntactical rule), and undertaking to 
memorize the description is neither real nor does it result in knowl-
edge of the object to which the text refers. (p. 33)

This pedagogical approach, received from a colonial era, is inappropri-
ate as it objectifies the Amazigh identity while silencing the educative 
and cultural claims of the local families who seek social change in the 
form of official recognition for Berber language and culture. The real-
ity, however, is a system that reinforces the notion of outside control and 
authority over the child’s home and community culture. The official cur-
riculum shuns Amazigh culture by encouraging an educational process 
that works to cause the culture to fade away in the mind of the child, 
while also teaching them knowledge perspectives that are inappropriate 
in relation to the Amazigh system of knowledge production. As Wertsch 
(1991) puts it,

The negotiation of referential perspective in this case required more 
change on the part of the children than on the part of the teacher, 
something that correlates with the difference in power between the 
two interlocutors. The movement over the course of this segment of 
interaction has been one of children giving way to the teacher: they 
have capitulated to her use of scientific concepts as an appropriate 
grounding for describing objects. (p. 117)

This year, Kabyles wanted to commemorate an incident that took place 
in the spring of 2001 when police shot a young Berber during an agita-
tion denouncing abuses that the police were committing in Kabyle. The 
message in Algeria is always consistent: that power is in the hands of the 
government and only their politics count. Any other social movement or 
way will be treated as a threat and will be repressed through brute force. 
It is a form of rule and way of life that is opposed to the Amazigh language 
and culture and finds its expression in the actual education system.

Conversations around a Scholarship: CPAR and 
an Initiative for Berber Education and Culture in Kabyle

Research, whether it is participatory or not, is always difficult in a context 
like the Berber one. The political context of war, manipulation, betrayal, 
and torture that the mountains have endured is now part of our culture 
as are suspicion and reserve to any form of intrusion (e.g., research) as 
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boundaries are drawn but always with a sense that there is still a great 
will from Kabyles to make our situation improve. As Shirinian (2000) 
expresses,

The concept of a frontier/boundary is a rich ambiguous semantic 
field that includes binary oppositional pairs such as separation and 
belonging, opening and closing; it is a barrier and at the same time, 
a place where communication and exchange occur. It is a site of dis-
sociation and association, separation and articulation. The frontier/
boundary is a filter by which elements are blocked or allowed to pass. 
(pp. 57–58)

I have had to live with these boundaries in different ways. Recognizing 
that Kabyle culture, far from being a handicap, is definitely the founda-
tion for a better quality of life for the Berber people, I decided to address 
cultural boundaries by proposing the idea of a scholarship to support 
a child in high school. The emphasis of the scholarship was to be on 
Berber cultural engagement (like going back to the village, participat-
ing in traditional moments), academic results, and general participation in 
school life. The message of the scholarship was to emphasize that it was 
possible to embrace Berber culture and succeed and that the two were 
possible together—a message that contradicted the state’s assimilationist 
approach to Berber education and culture.

Since the scholarship was supposed to be given to a child from my vil-
lage, I needed to go through the customary process, meaning that any 
individual initiative on my part would have been a mistake. My father 
reacted in an exaggerated way to my initiative and decided that it was a 
waste of money. He told me that people did not even have drinkable water 
and that such an education was a luxury. In my house, for instance, in the 
middle of the summer we only have access to water every three days.

Two events helped me get the scholarship proposition accepted. First, 
I chose to endow the scholarship in my father’s name thereby showing 
respect for my lineage. Second, I had a dream that I shared with a member 
of the village. In the dream, I had to face a community meeting where 
I was supposed to explain my strained relations with my father. In my 
dream, I could see people with familiar faces but also other people, the 
shadows of people that had already gone by. They were listening to the 
debate, a debate in which I was silenced by the rhetorical tactics of my 
father and my uncle. I remember feeling extremely upset and sad for all of 
us. I could see the roots of our pain and suffering in this kind of behavior, 
behavior that could, may be, be explained by the fact that they never had 
a chance to heal from the traumatic experiences of the past. The council 
decided to chase me out of the village. So I went to the entrance of the 
traditional trail that was going from the top of the mountain to the val-
ley. I was about to leave but then decided to fight because I felt that they 
were being manipulated and that I needed to stay with them and with my 
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ancestors. As soon as I made that decision, my ancestor came to me and I 
saw myself standing beside his grave. He told me clearly to stay with him 
and that he would take care of me and teach me.

Not knowing really what to make of that dream, I shared it with some-
body else who then repeated it to another person and soon the dream 
went all over the family like fire running on gunpowder. My ancestors 
had spoken clearly and expressed clearly that my place was with him and 
this helped my father to accept me back. Subsequently, I have been able to 
pursue the scholarship project.

In the same way that I was sharing my scholarship idea with my father, I 
told him about writing this chapter on CPAR. Again, he reacted strongly 
and accused me of spying on our people. He told me that he had already 
gone through a lot during the war, and he did not want his family to live 
the same story. Doing research in and writing about Berber communities 
can have many consequences for us.

When the student who eventually received the scholarship visited me at 
home, my father asked him if he would be capable of resisting the torture 
and by this he was referring to state treatment toward him and the Berber 
during the war of independence—he was anticipating difficulty for any-
one who might chose to resist the designs of the state, including through 
acceptance of a scholarship that seeks to assert Berber ways in education. 
I asked the student if he went to the village often and he said he did not 
but said that he attended the mosque regularly. Giving up the official and 
moral tone of our conversation, I spoke to him about family and friends. I 
told him how thankful I was for the time I spent with him, especially after 
a four- year absence from my village—four years because I did not have 
the army papers proving accomplishment of military duty, and without 
those, I could not cross the border without being taken by force and sent 
to the streets to fight terrorism.

The student was a young boy, perhaps eleven years of age. His father 
asked him to take me to our ancestor’s grave. While walking up the 
mountain, we passed by several villages where people would always ask 
who I was and thereafter, wish me a warm welcome back. It is when the 
boy finally felt comfortable with me, that he put his hand in his pocket 
and took out a key chain with the symbol of the Amazigh people on it and 
offered it to me. It is because we are all part of the same family that he 
accepted my support and shared with me what he and his family find so 
important—our traditions, our land, and our Amazigh identity.

This community attachment and this sense of belonging that brings us 
together is always undermined, and it is considered by outsiders as naive 
and retrograde. Our traditions, however, do not accept individualism and 
the success of one is seen to bring the happiness of all. Our methods to 
keep our society together generate and protect a knowledge that is avail-
able to all who can listen like Amazigh people. Connected to our land and 
history, it is not a knowledge that Amazigh want to universalize but one 
that can and does participate in the safe keeping of a universal balance. 
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Unfortunately, the government does not see it that way and it develops 
a strategy to counter Amazigh, a strategy that can be described through 
Bower’s (1998) analysis when he observes that “the inf luence of social, 
self sufficient communities would have to be undermined in order for the 
individual to become ‘educated’ ” (p. 7). By presenting Arabic civilization 
as the first and only civilization and as scientific, modern, and developed 
in opposition to a so- called undeveloped and primitive Amazigh society, 
the government is undermining a rich culture that can bring much more 
to the world than it is permitted to.

Amazigh life and ways contradict the corrupt necessities of the Indus-
trial Revolution and related emphasis on a particular type of individual-
ized education. In Bower’s (1998) words,

The Industrial Revolution required a radically different form of 
individualism, one that took- for- granted the following assump-
tions: that education leads to the individual becoming an autono-
mous, rational thinker capable of judging the merit of community 
traditions; that progress is linear and that the high status knowledge 
learned in the classroom represents the more evolved stage of cultural 
development. (p. 7)

Located outside the official and abusively legitimated colonial system of 
knowledge production, Imazighen survived the industrial revolution by 
keeping their language, their link to the land, their families, and their tra-
ditions. The government that argues “that de- contextualized print- based 
knowledge and forms of communication are more reliable and culturally 
advanced than what is learned in face- to face relationships” (Bower, 1998, 
p. 7). These knowledge forms are trying to break our social system by 
teaching Amazigh culture and language as a subject that is scientifically 
debated in the formal classroom. This pedagogical approach is destroying 
our families and cutting the links to our heritage. This same government 
politic imposes its ethnocentric ideas pretending,

that the veracity of ideas and values should be determined in an open, 
competitive environment; that the narratives, processes of inquiry, 
and technological innovations learned in classrooms should be based 
on an anthropocentric view of the world that the epistemology of 
science and the systems of expert knowledge provide the more reli-
able forms of knowledge for rationally managing the internal and 
external world—and that the resulting systems of commoditization 
should be globalized. (Bower, 1998, p. 7)

Bower’s analysis of the words of industrialization illustrates some of the 
industrial- cultural traps that we, the Amazigh, are trying to avoid. The 
changes that Amazigh society might need are changes that will bring 
the community back together with an education that will help overcome 
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issues germinating from the colonial trauma while simultaneously inscrib-
ing Amazigh identity in the world. This is the defining project for CPAR 
with Kabyle—a long- term community project of a people’s research, 
action, and education that helps protect our human rights and lifts us out 
of economic poverty in a culturally and ecological manner that is consis-
tent with our ways.

Concluding Ref lections on CPAR and 
Amazigh Culture and Education

In the village where we/I are trying to support a regenerating cultural 
dynamic to address the colonization of Amazigh knowledge, there will 
continue to be those who will try to obstruct such changes from taking 
place. People happy with the status quo accept a government that will try 
to break the links between culture and history to replace it with a foreign 
culture and religious people who will try to make us abandon our spiri-
tual roots for a politicoreligious organization.

However, the energy coming from a strong Amazigh tradition is still 
there, and it is a healing energy that can fuel a significant process of social 
change. Returning to Algeria and my village raised many questions 
regarding how I could participate in and support my culture, my tradi-
tions, and how I could help to develop an education system based on our 
ways. CPAR embedded in the historical, political, social, and spiritual 
location of my people can provide a small way forward. A brief encounter 
with an elementary school exposes the suppressive pedagogical dynamic 
at work in governmental schools in Kabyle. The idea of a scholarship for a 
high school student of the village leaves me with the feeling that the road 
to cultural recovery is long but that the will is there, hidden in the hearts 
of the children and the mountains.

The connection between land and people is common to many indig-
enous nations. My participation in the meetings of my village, my life 
within the Midiwin society in North America and the teaching lodges, as 
well as my participation in the Marae (sacred lodge) in the Maori culture 
of New Zealand have revealed some very interesting cultural possibilities. 
Tajmaet and/or Zaouia (gathering times and places), the Midiwin lodge, 
and the Marae are all places of spiritual education as well as transmission 
and creation of knowledge. Designed in similar ways, they demonstrate 
the interconnectedness of past, present, and future, the transmission of 
knowledge, and the links with the ancestors. They represent a cultural-
 ecological perspective and epistemology that is taught in ceremonies but 
expressed in everyday life. Deeply rooted living cultures that are strongly 
connected to their various contexts, their similarities also reveal an indig-
enous epistemology that is being choked (colonized) beyond recognition 
but persists given the resilience of those that continue the struggle—a 
struggle that has a long way to go yet in the protection of our ways.
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C H A P T E R  F I F T E E N

Notes and Queries for an Activist Street 
Anthropology: Street Resistance, Gringopolítica, 
and the Quest for Subaltern Visions in Salvador da 

Bahia, Brazil

Samuel Ve i ss i èr e

Preamble

Salvador, Bahia, July 2008

“No need to go to the police. . . . I could take care of him for you, 
you know?” declaims Emilio calmly, motioning his chin toward 
Neguinho’s f leeting figure, who has now hurled his makeshift glue 
inhaler against the sidewalk and stormed away in anger, cursing in 
loud shrieks.

Emilio, who is well known and respected in the neighbourhood, 
spends his days stationed on a street corner where he is employed as 
the plainclothes security guard of an upmarket café popular with 
gringos and the local bourgeoisie. When the café closes at night, 
without going home or changing the red denim shirt he has now 
been wearing for two weeks, Emilio takes his post three hundred 
yards further, next to a British pub by the seafront. There, until 
two, sometimes three in the morning, he makes sure the gringos 
and wealthy Brazilians who get dropped off from air- conditioned 
vehicles can cross the sidewalk safely and enter the air- conditioned 
haven of the British pub with minimal exposure to the street.

Neguinho, whom I have known for more than two years as an 
informant, and as I would have once described him, a friend, used 
to sell bracelets and necklaces with his older brothers, navigating 
the bar- front terraces until the early morning hours. There, with 
his angelic face and skilfully performed cute- child looks, he would 
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consistently outdo his brothers in sales, and be treated to food and 
drinks by teary- eyed gringos. Those days are gone now. Neguinho 
has traded his designer cap and clothes for ragged swimming trunks, 
bare feet, and a T- shirt sporting the name of a political campaigner, 
long since defeated in exurban local elections. Of a child, Neguinho 
has retained the stature, but in the bulging veins of his scrawny 
neck and his blood- shot eyes, there is nothing angelic anymore. 
Neguinho, as street language has it, “está no crack” now; he has fallen 
“into crack”, which also means he’s a goner.

In two separate events in the past week, he robbed two of my 
friends; one of them a researcher, both of them gringos, both of them 
having travelled to Salvador to see me. Tonight, my friend Miles 
(the ethnographer) has managed to corner Neguinho, demanding 
explanations and retribution. Two other street kids have come to 
Neguinho’s rescue, and Emilio has now been summoned.

We know where Emilio stands on this issue: “It is because of little 
fuckers like him,” he had claimed in a previous conversation, “that 
this neighbourhood has a bad name. Soon, gringos won’t want to 
come around here at all. Little fuckers like him are bad for business, 
bad for gringos, and bad for hard- working people.” Now, despite 
his composed look, Emilio seems furious, and is offering to take the 
matter in his hands:

“. . . the police will just give him a good beating, but I can take 
care of him, you understand . . .?” As he speaks, he throws a know-
ing glance toward his crotch, above which dangles his untucked 
red shirt, and his hand reaches for an imaginary spot above his hip. 
Watching his finger pull an imaginary trigger, I contemplate the 
weight of his words:

“. . . I mean really take care of him . . ..”

How did I get here? How did I go from wanting to research, understand, 
and transform a particular sociopolitical context—in this case the liveli-
hoods of street peoples in urban Brazil—and later, as a result of my very 
presence in this context, participate in a chain of events in which the next 
logical step would appear to have led to the murder of a child?

Introduction: Conscientização and 
the Quest for Subaltern Visions

What are the implications (ethical, political, physical even) when research-
ers and activists situated in geographic, economic, political, cultural, and 
epistemic positions of power enter the field in the Global South with the 
desire to facilitate participatory and emancipatory forms of action- research 
among marginalized populations? What are the implications and compli-
cations of entering the field with a priori, primarily theoretical, and often 
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culturally displaced visions of social change? What are the implications for 
the researcher, the informants, and participants, and the broader context 
in which the research takes place?

Stemming from my fieldwork with street kids in Salvador da Bahia, 
this chapter presents ref lective insights on the possibility and politics of 
engaged, activist, and participatory social science concerned with grass-
roots social transformation. Focusing on the complex politics of inter-
action between foreigners (researchers, tourists, and activists), street 
populations (sex- workers, hustlers, street kids), and other local and trans-
national actors (NGOs, social movements, police, business owners, etc.) 
in Salvador, I examine the different visions of change that are imagined 
and desired from above and transposed onto activists’ agendas aimed at 
empowering, transforming, or cleaning up the street. By street I refer to 
this partly discursive, partly spatial, partly transnational, and deeply con-
tested site of struggle, both for the people who live, survive, and make a 
living in it, and those who conceptualize it as a place where social change 
must originate.

As a gringo ethnographer ambiguously positioned within this trans-
national sphere of interaction—an interactional and political space that, 
inspired by Diane Nelson’s (1999) discussion of her “gringa positioning” 
as a would- be activist anthropologist in Guatemala, I term gringopolítica—I 
also pay particular attention to subaltern social critiques voiced by street 
people themselves; I keep an especially attuned ear for spontaneous forms 
of conscientizations, visions for change, and acts of resistance that emerge 
from the street, and do not echo the hegemonic discourse of NGOs, social 
movements, gringo activism, and other external articulations.

By focusing on seemingly isolated, disorganized, and highly informal 
acts of resistance from the street and contrasting them with other visions 
of change, this chapter does not propose any model or report on any 
successful case study for participatory research. It remains fundamentally 
concerned, however, with a concept that is central to the project of criti-
cal, applied, and emancipatory scholarship: conscientization.

The praxis of conscientization, stemming from Paulo Freire’s discussion 
of conscientização in his Pedagogy of the Oppressed (Freire, 2000 [1970]) can 
be defined as “the process of becoming aware of the structural, political, 
and cultural constraints that prevent a group or individual from exercis-
ing autonomy or participating in a democratic society, and the subsequent 
practice of working toward emancipation” (my definition). Most schol-
ars working in the Freirian tradition of Critical Pedagogy, in turn, have 
focused on ways to build more inclusive societies by facilitating the con-
scientization of oppressed people in both formal and informal, or popular, 
spaces of education (such as schools and universities, or NGOs and social 
movements; see Abdi & Kapoor, 2008; McLaren, 1997).

In my own work as an anthropologist and would- be- activist, I am 
involved first and foremost in a search for spontaneous forms of conscien-
tização that emerge in contexts of struggle. I have also become interested 
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in—or concerned with—the politics and dangers of imagining, artic-
ulating, and facilitating conscientização on other people’s behalf. Finally, 
I am concerned with ways to reconcile the insights of subaltern people 
themselves with the level of structural power that is available to academic 
researchers, and with the possibility of nonintrusive and nonhegemonic 
emancipatory research.

In this chapter, I argue that any critical and nonhegemonic participa-
tory agenda must be articulated around insights that are both anthropo-
logically informed and grounded in strategically realist visions gathered 
from in- depth, informal, and long- term ethnographic fieldwork and con-
nections with the population one hopes to empower. I contend that a 
researcher intent on devising participatory projects that will benefit mar-
ginalized people should have earned quasi- insider’s perspectives through 
long- term ethnography or personal relationships, or refrain from getting 
involved altogether.

This ref lective piece, thus, turns the question of participatory praxis on 
its head, and instead of advocating the transcendence of theory through 
activist practice, presents the story of journey away from disengaged prac-
tice and invites researchers to consider the participatory and emancipa-
tory potential of less immediately ambitious, but deeply qualitative forms 
of ethnographic research I term engaged theory. Thus, I invite researchers 
and activists to ref lect on their own positioning and question their own 
motives and visions for participating in grassroots social change, and spe-
cifically, I urge researcher- activists to pay particular attention to the role, 
visions, and levels of critical consciousness and authority they attribute to 
the very people they hope to “empower.”

I do so by returning to the pertinent question posed by anthropolo-
gist James Ferguson (1994) in his study of bureaucratic power in Lesotho 
in which he famously speculated on the role of intellectuals in subaltern 
struggles. Ref lecting on whether the presence of intellectuals would be 
adequate, or even welcome in the context of locally responsible “develop-
ment,” he proposed that the most important question we should ask about 
development was not “what is to be done?” but simply, “by whom?” While 
I laud the pertinence of Ferguson’s important question, I am also, given 
the urgency of many of the issues we have to confront as engaged scholars 
in postcolonial times, tempted to argue in favor of a strategic move beyond 
the paralysis of postmodernist obsessions with power and co- optation, and 
therefore continue to argue that intellectuals who become implicated in 
postcolonial contexts are not so much entitled to, but morally obliged to 
contribute to the social struggle of the marginalized people they study.

Indeed, I have adopted a similarly pragmatic position in relation to the 
irresolvable questions of objectivity and power made naggingly apparent 
in the postcolonial critiques of ethnographic authority that have com-
pelled many younger ethnographers to refrain from writing on other peo-
ple’s behalf altogether (notably beginning with Clifford & Marcus, 1986). 
Doing fieldwork in dangerous places among peoples with no political 
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voice, thus, I have learned to settle for a strategically realist and engaged 
form of ethnography in which I do, without qualms, borrow other peo-
ple’s voices to tell stories that need to be heard. Nancy Scheper- Hughes’ 
(1992) similarly strategic and most eloquent call for “good- enough eth-
nography in perilous times,” voiced nearly two decades ago, is worth 
retelling at length:

I grow weary of these postmodernist critiques, and given the perilous 
times in which we and our subjects live, I am inclined toward a com-
promise that calls for a “good enough ethnography”. The anthro-
pologist is an instrument of cultural translation that is necessarily 
f lawed and biased. We cannot rid ourselves of the cultural self we 
bring with us into the field anymore than we can disown the eyes, 
ears and skin through which we take in our intuitive perceptions 
about the new and strange world we have entered. Nonetheless, like 
every other master artisan (and I dare say that at best, we are this), 
we struggle to do the best we can with the limited resources we have 
at hand—our ability to observe carefully, empathically, and compas-
sionately. (p. 28)

Like Nancy Scheper- Hughes on ethnography, I am also inclined toward 
a compromise that brushes paralyzing postmodernist critiques aside, 
and calls for “good enough activism for perilous time.” Yet, I have also 
learned through the experience of fieldwork that caution and restraint to 
get involved are at least as important as strategic pragmatism. Thus I now 
engage myself in activist research without dismissing Ferguson’s question, 
but rather by turning it around and instead of “who is to get involved?” I 
ask, “according to whose visions should social change be planned?”

Gringopolítica as Hegemony: From Disengaged 
Practice to Engaged Theory

Let us examine the question of how participatory projects inspired by 
Critical Pedagogy might accommodate different visions of change. To 
help us situate this project closer to the context of my research, I borrow 
the words of Fátima, a character in Tobias Hecht’s (2006) After Life, the 
ethnographic novel set in the streets of Recife in Northeast Brazil that 
provided some of the inspiration for my own work. Fátima’s words, I find, 
capture the essence of the role of researcher- educators preoccupied with a 
critical exploration and collective transformation of reality, and the phi-
losophy of many of the activists I encountered in the field:

If you go into a community and ask people what they need, they will 
tell you a soccer field. That’s what they feel they need. But if you 
engage them in a process of ref lection about their lives, they will see 
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that what they really need is to vaccinate their children, cover up the 
open sewerage lines, reduce the incidence of domestic violence. As 
an educator, um educador, someone working in the tradition of Paulo 
Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed, one’s job is to help people distin-
guish between one sort of need and another. (Hecht, 2006, p. 174)

Such a philosophy—that of the critical educador—has always animated the 
way I teach and do research. Yet after experiences of researching, teach-
ing, and wanting to bring about change in many different postcolonial 
contexts, I came to question the extent to which such methods truly allow 
for collective or participatory transformations of reality, and I became 
increasingly troubled by the dangerous amounts of pretension inherent 
in the position of the researcher- educador. Gradually, I came to recog-
nize the inherent condescension, and even danger of such a pedagogical 
philosophy.

To be sure, if one’s role is to “guide” others beyond deceptive or oppres-
sive aspects of social reality, it follows that one must claim some form 
of superior knowledge of social reality. This rather arrogant posture, as 
James Scott (1990) reminds us, is necessarily grounded in presuppositions 
of “false consciousness” that deny social actors all authority over their 
own realities and priorities (p. 70). Spending time in Salvador among 
educators, NGO activists and other would be do- gooders who invoked 
an allegiance to the Freirian tradition in their street practice, I found the 
concept of false needs to be a recurring theme. Many activists, as I came to 
understand, conceptualized their mission as a quest to guide the children 
beyond the false needs of the street.

The true path toward liberation, as I discovered, largely depended on 
the ideological position of the activists, NGOs, or social movements, and 
thus, could entail such varying propositions as mobilizing in the name of 
the proletariat (Marxists); mobilizing along racial lines to rediscover and 
perform ones’ African roots in a variety of politicized or kinestheticized 
ways (revivalists); foregoing one’s idolatrous and demoniac African prac-
tices for a personal relationship with Jesus (evangelicals); finding a con-
nection with the suffering of the poor and path toward liberation through 
Jesus (liberation theologians); finding wealth and happiness through Jesus 
(evangelicals again); or becoming micro- entrepreneurs, going to school, 
learning English, working in the tourism industry, or, simply, staying off 
the street.

Confronted with these conf licting visions and fantasies of social change 
imposed on the street from external actors, I also became increasingly 
troubled by two questions. The first was one of positioning: How did I, 
or could I, as a gringo academic, fit into this quest for social change? The 
second had to do with the general obsession with the street: In a context 
of such vast social injustice, why were so many activists focusing on the 
narrow question of children being in the street, and the need to take them 
off the street? Through a series of what can only be called epiphanies, 
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I began to disengage myself altogether from established organizations and 
social movements, and shy away from the idea of working toward any 
form of mobilization based on my own presuppositions.

The first epiphany occurred under the form of a rejection in the early 
stages of my research. It stemmed from a conversation with the direc-
tor of a prominent NGO, explicitly Freirian and African- revivalist in its 
mandate, with which I had hoped to be associated as a street educator. 
“You should know,” the coordinator had told me before inviting me in 
his office, “that we no longer accept volunteers, and especially not foreign 
volunteers.” Filled with shame, I had remembered Tobias Hecht’s similar 
experience with a social worker in Recife who had told him that “like 
many foreign visitors, [he—Hecht—had ] come to study [Brazilian] mis-
ery” (Hecht, 1998, p. 17). Before I could offer him a reply, the coordina-
tor continued, “we had too many problems of a cultural order . . . too many 
people who wanted to show us the way.” Later in his office, as he went 
further in voicing his frustration at gringo obsessions with street kids, I 
chose to remain silent. Why defend myself, it seemed to me, if I could 
only agree with the coordinator’s concerns? Here I was feeling more than 
ever like another street- kid tourist in this global mess Tobias Hecht (1998) 
called the “street children industry.”

I had, before entering the field, some awareness of the problematic 
politics of the gringo obsession with the street. This had been based both 
on readings of anthropological literature and on my previous informal 
interaction with street kids. I understood that, in a global context where, 
as Arjun Appadurai (1996) had famously commented, modernity was at 
best an unevenly experienced phenomenon, children in the slums and 
streets of the Global South had come to represent the quintessential resid-
ual category of globalization (Scheper- Hughes & Sargent, 1998). As such, 
and unlike the plight of many others among (post)modernity’s discon-
tents, I knew that the idea of street children engineered by sensational 
media accounts and other poster- child rhetorical devices had created an 
eerily unanimous sense of discomfort among citizens of the North, and 
that as a result, street children had become the object—if never quite 
the subjects—of countless charity campaigns and many other education, 
research, rescue, and salvation endeavors.

I knew that a similar idea of street children had also become emblem-
atic of Brazil, a Global South giant whose image was tainted by the spec-
tre of death- squads, among other tropicalist and carnivalesque clichés and 
spectacles (Veissière 2007, 2008). I was aware, then, that innumerable 
transnational political actors had f locked to Brazil to witness and partici-
pate in this politics of street salvation.

What little ethnographic literature existed on the subject of street chil-
dren in Brazil, in addition, seemed to suggest that this gringo obsession 
with taking kids off the street was ethnocentrically ingenuous at best, or 
simply counterproductive. Pointing out that most of the children in the 
streets of Recife were on average much better nourished and enjoyed 
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more freedom and even happiness than their counterparts living in favelas 
(shantytowns), for example, Tobias Hecht (1998) challenged many of the 
sensationalist figures that seemed to grossly inf late the number of children 
actually living in the street, and wondered why so few people were preoc-
cupied with the home children who were left behind in the violent mis-
ery of favelas. At any rate, if one was concerned with the fate of children 
in the Global South and Brazil, argued Hecht, the obsession with street 
kids was largely irrelevant; the main distinction between normal children 
and those who had been robbed of a childhood, he proposed, should be 
situated around the idea of nurture. Normal children, he argued, were 
essentially nurtured beings who were clothed, fed, loved, and cared for by 
their parents, families, and other cultural, social, and economic structures. 
Nurturing children, conversely—who, in urban contexts, are seen roam-
ing, working, begging, or living on the streets—have to fend for them-
selves, and often contribute their meager earnings to feed their families. 
The point raised by Hecht was that the vast majority of human suffering 
so many gringos were eager to combat did not take place in the street, but 
precisely in the subaltern favela homes that a relatively small number of 
children attempted to escape by taking to the street.

The participatory research project I had envisaged before commencing 
my fieldwork, accordingly, had not been aimed at a potential rescue of 
children from the street, but on the contrary, an effort to understand and 
mobilize the spontaneous acts of conscientization that had inspired some 
children to identify their positions as marginalized and to transcend it 
through a rebellious life in the street. Before returning to Brazil for a year 
of fieldwork in Salvador, I had theorized and fantasized at great length 
about such a participatory ethnography aimed at the mobilization of what 
I had romantically termed the children’s “cartographies of resistance” 
(Veissière & Diversi, 2008). Once in the field, however, after beginning 
to grasp the contradictions and pretension of the many agendas of change 
that were externally imposed on street kids, I found myself compelled to 
reconsider my position as an activist ethnographer committed to partici-
patory research.

The NGO coordinator’s anger at my presence had confronted me 
with the complex politics of entering the field as a foreigner with a priori 
ideas about how subaltern Brazilians experienced oppression, doubled by 
equally a priori agenda about getting them to mobilize against my ideas 
of oppression. What was the point, it now seemed to me, of rushing into 
activism and playing Che Guevara when there was so much I needed to 
learn from the kids themselves? Had not Che himself, as a perpetual out-
sider, failed in his mission, and ended up causing unnecessary violence 
and his own death because of his failure to grasp the indigenous visions 
and priorities of the Bolivian underclass, and because of his insistence on 
imposing a historically and culturally decontextualized notion of mobi-
lization along Western- industrial constructs of class and proletariat (see 
McLaren, 2000)?
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Gringopolítica as Critical- Consciousness: Border- Thinking and 
the Path toward an Engaged Ethnography of Resistance

Later, spending more time with poor Brazilians in the street and in their 
homes (in both favelas and less marginal quarters), I began to see fur-
ther value in my position as a lone ethnographer. As many street children 
and hustlers became acquainted with my presence as a lone gringo with 
no particular institutional or proselytizing affiliations, they became more 
comfortable expressing their cynicism toward the people and institutions 
intent on rescuing them. I rapidly gained access to stories, which, as other 
ethnographers in similar contexts had reported before, confirmed that 
most street kids were very adept at strategically and temporarily embrac-
ing the ideological visions of different institutional projects to secure 
the resources they offered. This also confirmed that far from success-
fully removing children from the street, such organizations merely pro-
vided more resources from which street people can sustain a livelihood 
(Hecht, 1998; Veissière & Diversi, 2008). Thus, in Salvador, it is not an 
unlikely scenario to encounter a young boy, who, over the course of a few 
months, has gone from being an evangelical Christian to obtain food and 
work from a dogmatic do- gooder, to joining a local African drum- group 
through an NGO and performed Candomblê spirit- possession trances for 
tourist crowds at local cultural shows, or even in such faraway places as 
São Paulo or Europe, only to return to begging and hustling in the streets 
and beaches of Salvador.

The ease with which street kids interacted with me and manipulated 
my compassion also made me ref lect on other aspects—some promising, 
some perilous—of the implications of being a gringo ethnographer in 
Salvador. At first it confronted me with the deeply transnational nature of 
the street as a site of struggle: a site in which, as a particular kind of trans-
national actor in a transnational picture, I could perhaps have interesting 
insider’s perspectives after all.

Salvador is one of Brazil’s most prominent tourist sites, and I rapidly dis-
covered that gringos in general, and the particular assumptions they bring 
in about the nature of childhood specifically, were important resources 
among the other means of livelihoods devised by street kids. As I keenly 
observed the way in which many street kids were particularly adept at 
producing vulnerable performances of childhood that would strike a 
chord with tourist sensitivities, I began to sketch important transnational 
connections in my cartographies of resistance. This realization pointed to 
new levels of critical consciousness, subaltern knowledges, and resistance 
on the part of people who were so often assumed to be voiceless victims, 
and also seemed to place me, as a gringo, at an ideal cultural location in 
the field. This turned out to be exceptionally promising on both method-
ological and epistemological levels.

Although I had agonized ad infinitum about my problematic position 
as an outsider before entering the f ield, I found that being a lone gringo 
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granted me access to a broad variety of strategies, tricks, means of sur-
vival and livelihoods, and levels of critical consciousness that would 
have been hidden from me had I been confined to the moralizing walls 
of an institutional activist position. My presence as a young gringo f lu-
ent in Portuguese in a city globally renowned for sex- tourism and its 
high number of foreign sexpatriates (Seabrook, 1996), in turn, did not 
so much constitute an anomaly, as a more or less permanent landmark 
in a deeply normalized transnational landscape. This is why, after my 
initial reticence to intrude in the lives of downtrodden Brazilians, I 
found that my informants did not so much resent as welcome my pres-
ence, or at the very least consider it a part of their everyday state of 
affairs.

This brings me to my epistemological point: what I had considered to 
be the deeply problematic nature of my gringo positioning, that is, the 
deeply problematic and violent nature of gringopolítica when imposed as 
an activist agenda, also turned out to be promising on epistemological 
levels. At its most basic, my own gringo interaction with street kids and 
other street hookers and hustlers pointed to their acute ability to read 
global patterns of political economy on the one hand (their knowledge of 
the incommensurable monetary value and purchasing power of citizens 
of the North and South, for example), their highly critical awareness 
of different culturally constructed normative assumptions on the other 
hand (such as, say, their strategic performances of Modern European con-
structs of nurtured and vulnerable childhoods), and, in general, to their 
critical consciousness not only of the local patterns of oppression and 
hegemony they had clearly rejected, but also of transnational channels of 
“liberation” through which they could secure more appealing means of 
livelihoods.

Although this seemed to provide enough material to debunk any pos-
sible claims of false consciousness on the part of the oppressed, it also 
hinted at deeper epistemological possibilities. If, as Diane Nelson (1999) 
proposed, being a gringo entailed a particular dialogical relationship with 
Latin America for citizens of the North, it followed that interacting with 
a gringo as a Latin American entailed a particular dialogical relationship 
with the North. In this complex space of interaction between gringos 
and subaltern Brazilians I have called gringopolítica, then, lies a dialogi-
cally productive zone reminiscent of Gloria Anzáldua’s (1987) concept 
of border- thinking. First articulated from Anzáldua’s perspective as a 
lesbian Chicana situated at the geographical and discursive borderlands 
between the United States and Mexico, indigenous and mestiza identi-
ties, Spanish and English languages, and different gendered positions, 
border- thinking was later developed by Walter Mignolo (2000) as a call 
to overcome binary oppositions between dominant and dominated forms 
of knowledges.

Having brought the idea of border- thinking to the attention of the 
reader—border- thinking on the part of both subaltern people who 
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interact with gringos and the gringos who interact with them—I return 
to the ethnographic narrative with which I opened this chapter:

In the silence that follows the weight of Emilio’s words, I contem-
plate in horror the incommensurability of our worldviews. Miles, a 
Canadian who is also f luent in Portuguese and has, like me, estab-
lished strong cultural ties with Brazil through marriage and father-
hood, also appears horrified by Emilio’s offer. While I remain silent, 
however, Miles deals with the situation without emphasizing any 
cultural divide, meeting Emilio halfway. Thanking Emilio for his 
concern, he guarantees that no harm has been done; that he and 
Neguinho have had the conversation they needed to have, and that 
the case has been resolved. “Fine then,” Emilio retorts, “have it your 
way, but you’ve been warned: you will never get any respect from that 
little fucker; he will use you and trample upon you, and get every-
thing he can from you, but you will not get any respect from him.”

On our way home, my other friend Neil, for whom I have trans-
lated the conversation, returns to the question of respect. In the past 
week, Neil’s behaviour has undergone a series of shifts that have 
caused me to think critically about ethnocentric judgments of people 
like Emilio. Before the incident with Neguinho, Neil, who does not 
speak Portuguese and had never been to Latin America before his 
visit to Salvador, had inadvertently showed me how calloused I had 
become when he’d expressed concern about a shivering child lying 
in the street; a child whom I had noticed, but registered as a normal-
 enough state of affairs. Neil, on the other hand, pointing out that 
the child was lying in a pool of vomit, was adamant that we should 
attempt to help him. To make matters worse, the child had been 
lifted off the ground by a military policeman, and told to scramble 
off, which he had attempted, staggering, until he’d fallen back on 
his stomach a mere twenty yards away. After my attempts to rouse 
him had led to nothing, our feelings of powerlessness had soon given 
to anger at the general indifference of people around us. Hadn’t we, 
and we alone, been compassionate enough to notice the child? But 
things, as always, had proved to be more multifaceted. Noticing our 
distress, a middle- aged man drinking at a nearby bar had approached 
me and explained that he and his friends, too, had been concerned 
about the boy, but that they had found that nothing could be done. 
A woman from the same bar had soon joined in the conversation: 
“My friends and I talked to the boy earlier too, and offered to call 
an ambulance for him, but all he wanted was money . . . money for 
crack, you know? The whole thing is just a scheme to make you feel 
sorry for him and give him money.” Neil and I had still felt powerless 
after that, concluding that the child’s position was still a violently dif-
ficult one, but one to which no short- term band- aid solutions could 
be applied.
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After having been robbed by my friend Neguinho, however, Neil’s 
compassion had subsided, and led to a rapid shift in cultural assump-
tions: “you know what, Sam? I just don’t understand you. We’ve all 
been really nice to [Neguinho], have given him money, bought him 
food and been a friend to him, and this is how he treats us in return? 
This motherfucker snatched my watch off my wrist last night and 
would have probably taken more if I hadn’t run away, and now he 
was standing there tonight crying like a baby, and not only do you 
feel sorry for him, but I get a feeling that you respect him for all 
this bullshit about rebelling against oppression . . . and the worst part 
is . . . you don’t get any respect from him either . . . you’re not gonna 
like this Sam, but I really think that your little friend deserves to get 
the shit beat out of him.”

Later that night, after Neil and I bitterly agreed to disagree, I con-
sidered the utter fragility of my position as a gringo ethnographer; 
one whose worldview, personal relationships, certainties, and even 
physical safety seem to perpetually collapse as new layers of meaning 
unfold. Neil had been right, of course, in pointing out my admi-
ration for Neguinho’s critical consciousness, border- thinking, and 
deliberate acts of resistance.

“And why wouldn’t I steal?” Neguinho had wailed, “I do this at 
my own risk knowing I’m gonna get thrashed by the cops, but why 
wouldn’t I do it? As a junkie who’s seen as someone who refuses to 
work—to slave away that is, I can’t return to the favela where there’s a 
prize on my head. In this city, everybody is trying to get money from 
the gringos; the cops beat up people like me to clean up the streets 
so other people can make money from the gringos—but you know 
what? I want my share too; I want money from the gringos too!”

Now, I am left to wonder how my admiration of Neguinho’s 
critical position also highlights the fragility of my position in so 
many other moral, physical, and epistemological ways. Ref lecting 
further on my initial desire to avoid this situation, I also consider 
further fragilities, and, paradoxically, further productive forms of 
border- thinking.

Secretly, I had also had more reasons to avoid the street in general, 
and people like Neguinho and Emilio in particular. A week before, 
a conversation with Emilio, with whom I hadn’t spoken before, had 
revealed the extent to which I had been visible in the neighbour-
hood: “Oh, I know who you are,” he’d proudly claimed, “you’ve 
been coming here for over two years. You used to live on [street x] 
with your pregnant wife, and then you left for a while; now you live 
in another building on [street y], and you had a birthday party for 
your kid in the lobby last Sunday.”

Later that same week, during the day, Emilio had accosted me. 
Explaining that he was taking the opportunity to speak to me “with-
out [my] wife around,” he had handed me a folded napkin on which 
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the message “call me” had been written, surrounded by little hearts, 
by one of the waitresses from the British pub. The waitress, with 
whom I had previously discussed her strategic emphasis of a black 
negra identity, was now eager, it seemed, to continue our conversa-
tion in more intimate terms. I had thereafter intended to disengage 
myself from the street for a while, but had now been confronted 
with Emilio again. Later still, a conversation with the waitress would 
reveal even further levels of what can only be called subaltern knowl-
edges and strategies: “Oh, I think you live in that green building, 
right? On the first f loor, isn’t it?” she had said. “Well, that’s funny, 
because I worked there as a nanny for three years.” After a pause, 
leaving me to consider the implications of her claim, she had added, 
“I am still friends with all the doormen.”

Conclusion

After ten years of experience in Brazil and two years of f ieldwork in 
Salvador, I am still taken off guard by the myriad ways in which the 
subaltern understand systems of domination and devise knowledges, 
networks, and strategies to exercise power within these systems. In 
Salvador, I have also been particularly impressed with the ways in which 
oppressed individuals identify both local and transnational dimensions 
of domination and subsequently seek transnational channels of lib-
eration through their interaction with gringos mediated by a variety 
of creative tactics (emotional blackmail, theft, seduction, sex, sexual 
 blackmail, etc.).

My encounters with Neguinho, Emilio, and other characters in and 
around the streets of Salvador have taught me that human resiliency is 
always stronger than the hegemonies within which subaltern people 
appear to be captive, and thus, that any intended activism that begins 
with the premise of false consciousness on the part of the oppressed is 
naïve at best, violently pretentious at worst, but always displaced and 
disengaged.

I have argued that participatory activism can only begin with engaged 
forms of theory that can be facilitated through deep interaction with the 
subaltern resulting in border- thinking for all parties involved. In the case 
of my engagement in Brazil, I have shown that the tense interactional 
space between gringos and the subaltern can reveal critical forms of con-
sciousness, and point to acts of resistance that can be identified beyond the 
discourse of victimization and criminalization.

Yet, I have also shown that this engaged quest for border- thinking 
necessarily takes the ethnographer to morally and physically dangerous 
grounds in which one’s vulnerability, however, also becomes pregnant 
with meaning and possibilities.

The danger of engaged theory, I argue, is inevitable.
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C H A P T E R  S I X T E E N

A Participatory Research Approach to Exploring 
Social Movement Learning in the Chilean 

Women’s Movement

Donna M. Chovanec & 
Héctor M. González

Introduction

Along with the struggle in the streets, we had to organize ourselves, 
to do something more. And we went around adding, one woman, 
another woman, and over there, quietly, another . . . We felt afraid, 
but we met just the same, in the parish, in a house. We talked. We 
offered ideas. We had to throw out the dictatorship. We began to 
control the fear. Then came permanent and clandestine meetings. 
The collective kitchens and the collective buying emerged. Some 
returned to the militancy of the political party, some had never 
left it. The organizations: commemorating March 8, MODEMU, 
CEDEMU, Mujeres de Luto, Mujeres por la Democracia, the Association 
of Relatives of the Victims of Repression, the Association of Relatives 
of the Political Prisoners, the Sebastián Acevedo Movement Against 
Torture, etcetera.

Women everywhere! Women defending their rights, their lives, 
their families. The feminine struggle and the feminist struggle. 
Histories entwined for the common reality.

Democracy in the country and in the home! (And in the politi-
cal parties too!) We were sharing, learning, educating ourselves and 
growing . . . 

But the happiness never arrived. On the contrary, the majority of 
us feel disillusioned, disappointed, hopeless, the pain of seeing that, 
after many years of the transition period, in many cases, we are in the 
same situation . . . 
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[But] we have met during this time, we have talked, ref lected, 
analyzed, and shared our concerns, positions, and visions from our 
own environment, our own reality, our own needs.

We have a great challenge—the future. We are teachers, early 
childhood educators, community workers, neighbors, and mothers 
with a tremendous responsibility and commitment to re- educate the 
next generations. Despite the disappointment and the anger, we are 
going to build, because we have always done so. There is tremendous 
potential here, much energy, much strength and courage. It is the 
time to awaken to action.

These compelling words were translated from a presentation collabora-
tively prepared by a participatory research team in Chile in July 2002 
(Chovanec, Bravo, & González, 2002). In this excerpt, the team describes 
the courageous experiences of women who fought against the military 
dictatorship of Augusto Pinochet in Chile during the 1980s and conveys 
the women’s disappointment that the end of the military regime did not 
bring about the hoped for changes in their lives. At the end, the team 
acknowledges the women’s ref lectivity during the research process and 
issues a rallying cry to action. Significant learning moments that shaped 
and were shaped by the women’s powerful experiences in the women’s 
movement are embedded within the collective narrative from which this 
segment is drawn. In Foley’s (1999) poignant words, “Some of the most 
powerful learning occurs as people struggle against oppression, as they 
struggle to make sense of what is happening to them and to work out ways 
of doing something about it” (pp. 1–2).

In this chapter, we describe an ongoing participatory research project 
in the small city of Arica in the north of Chile. Working together with 
activists in the women’s movement, represented by local nongovernmen-
tal and political organizations, we are researching the women’s social and 
political learning with the hope of catalyzing and extending their learning 
for mobilization and engagement in the future. First, we provide some 
background to the research by describing the political- historical context 
of the community and of the primary organization within which the par-
ticipatory research process is situated. We follow this with a summary of 
the participatory research approaches that we have been using, linking 
it to our study of social movement learning. Finally, we critically ref lect 
on some of the strengths and challenges that have emerged in using these 
approaches in Arica.

Political- Historical Context

Arica is a city of less than 200,000 inhabitants in the far north of Chile, 
nearly 2000 kilometers from the country’s capital city of Santiago. Arica’s 
geopolitical location as an agricultural, marine, and mining community 
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along the borders with Peru and Bolivia gives it economic and military 
significance. Politically, Chile enjoyed a longstanding social democratic 
tradition that, in 1970, culminated in the election of a socialist president, 
Salvador Allende, in a coalition government. The Popular Unity govern-
ment immediately enacted policies to reform land ownership, to national-
ize resource industries, and to strengthen collective community initiatives. 
However, supported by the United States, a military coup overthrew the 
president in 1973 and initiated a regime of terror and economic oppres-
sion that lasted for seventeen years. It is now well known that the United 
States, aided by the internal Chilean elite, installed the military dictator-
ship to halt the spread of socialism in the region and to experiment with 
a neoliberal economic model (Chavkin, 1985).

The military regime used both legislative bans and military might to 
immediately demobilize social and political movements and to reconfig-
ure grassroots and neighborhood organizations. After an initial period 
of shock and terror, Chileans began to quietly rebuild forces that could 
collectively resist the military regime. Citizens clandestinely reconstituted 
political parties rendered illegal by the regime and defiantly established 
organizations for awareness and action on the plight of political prison-
ers and missing persons. Communal survival- oriented activities, such as 
collective kitchens and income- generating initiatives, also emerged in an 
effort to offset the devastating effects of neoliberal economic policies. 
After ten years of repression by Pinochet’s forces and underground resis-
tance by the once- strong political and social movements, massive public 
resistance emerged in 1983. The first National Day of Protest occurred 
on May 11, 1983 followed by the first mass mobilization of the women’s 
movement against the dictatorship on August 11, 1983.

When a broad- based coalition of antidictatorship groups successfully 
waged a campaign to vote against continued military rule in a 1988 
plebiscite, Pinochet was obliged to hold elections in 1989. A coalition 
of center- left parties, the Concertación por la Democracia, initially nego-
tiated the terms of transfer to civil rule and has been successful in each 
of the four subsequent elections. The terms of the transition included 
various concessions that would ensure the entrenchment of neoliber-
alism and the appeasement of social movements (Craske, 1998). Critics 
have since analyzed the irreconcilable contradictions between the 
neoliberal economic model and the democratization process in Chile 
(Bresnahan, 2003).

Despite the political retreat of citizens during the transition period, 
a new generation of activists has emerged on the political landscape in 
Chile. Recognizing that the law that governs education, passed just one 
day before Pinochet surrendered power, establishes an education sys-
tem that favors wealthier students through decreasing state involvement 
and increasing privatization, high school students have been mobilizing 
since 2006 to protest the neoliberalization of education in their country 
(Chovanec & Benitez, 2008).
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The Women’s Movement in 
Arica—CEDEMU and MODEMU

In 1983, the same year that heralded the mobilization of mass protest around 
the country, a meeting was held that signaled the birth of the women’s move-
ment in Arica. The meeting was precipitated by earlier events. One was the 
detention of four Communist Party male leaders whose wives initiated a 
series of public protests. The second was the culmination of a year- long 
clandestine study group attended by women from leftist political parties who 
had recently become interested in an emerging feminist analysis applied to 
the military regime in Chile (Kirkwood, 1986). Both sets of women hoped 
to mobilize a broader base of women to overthrow the dictatorship. In addi-
tion, the socialist- feminist contingent hoped to advance the antidictator-
ship struggle by incorporating a feminist analysis that would simultaneously 
contribute to women’s advancement in Chilean society. However, many 
women who attended the meeting did not accept this vision.

Ultimately, the meeting resulted in the inauguration of two women’s 
organizations that became the backbone of the women’s movement in 
Arica, Movimiento por los Derechos de la Mujer (MODEMU) and Casa de 
Estudios de la Mujer (CEDEMU), whose name was later changed to Casa 
de Encuentro de la Mujer. Working separately and apart, the two organiza-
tions engaged in open demonstrations, various clandestine activities and, 
in the case of CEDEMU, feminist consciousness- raising. Many of these 
same women simultaneously participated in other elements of the antidic-
tatorship movement, including human rights groups, political parties, com-
munal survival- oriented  activities, and initiatives of the Catholic Church 
(Chovanec, in press). One of the most significant and enduring represen-
tations of the women’s collaborative work is Mujeres de Luto (Women in 
Mourning). Since 1984, at the height of the repression, the women have 
stood in black for one hour on the  anniversary of the coup (September 11).

Formed in a situation of perceived urgency, the women who aligned 
with MODEMU protested in the streets by day and engaged in clandes-
tine activities by night—all of which was intended to disrupt the func-
tioning of the regime and to bring attention to the human rights abuses. 
One MODEMU leader explained, “We wanted women in the struggle, 
women in the street confronting, fighting, setting up. That’s what we 
wanted, women to shock them.” Another added,

So, we went out, we got together. We weren’t fifty or sixty; we were 
300, 400 women. We were women from the church, women from 
the parties, women from the social organizations, neighbors. Singly 
and clandestinely we invited them. And they came and came and we 
went out.

As the visible representation of a distinctly feminist movement in Arica, 
the history of CEDEMU parallels the community- based feminist work 
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documented in Santiago (Valdés & Weinstein, 1993). From her per-
sonal experience, a CEDEMU participant highlighted CEDEMU’s main 
endeavors—building self- esteem and independence, supporting women-
 in- need, and critically integrating their work within the antidictatorship 
struggle—seen in the following quote.

One learned to value oneself more, to love oneself more, to move 
away a bit from the yoke of the house. And apart from this, we 
did community actions, very nice social actions. We also helped 
many abused women, pregnant teens, . . . the women that were [in 
jail] because they had small children, and [we went] to the hospi-
tal as well . . . Well, apart from this, we also always went downtown 
to throw pamphlets, we met outside the cathedral to do a minute 
of silence, to sing the national anthem, to do all those acts against 
[the regime], to accompany the detained and disappeared . . . We were 
always, more than anything, fighting against the dictatorship.

The work of these two women’s organizations continued unabated until 
the end of the dictatorship. However, a number of convergent factors 
resulted in the pacification of the women’s movement in the transition 
period (Chovanec, in press). One factor was a general assumption that 
the newly established national ministry for women (SERNAM) would 
subsume and replace the need for grassroots women’s movements. Since 
the dictatorship, MODEMU has engaged in limited activity in informal 
political spaces. Yet, to some degree it still holds the power to call together 
women for specific events such as to celebrate International Women’s Day. 
CEDEMU has persisted as an established but small feminist NGO that 
focuses on women’s rights and issues, such as violence against women 
and women’s health, through a weekly radio show, workshops, per-
sonal counseling, research, and advocacy. For example, in recent years, 
CEDEMU conducted a study and hosted an international conference in 
Arica on the reproductive health needs of indigenous women in northern 
Chile and successfully advocated for the first women’s shelter in Arica. 
Of the success of their grassroots work with women, a CEDEMU leader 
ref lected,

The women will never see things the same way again. I mean, they 
have the information that allows them to ref lect and that allows them 
to analyze, and that allows them to question . . . And together with 
that, incorporating the issues of women, of gender, and . . . the polit-
ical consciousness they have. So this is a question that the wom-
en—at least the women that passed through CEDEMU, the women 
that heard our discourse, the women that came to know what we 
were saying and what we were doing—no longer can say that they 
don’t have the elements to be able to ref lect, to be able to analyze 
the issues.
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Although CEDEMU works alongside official government agencies deal-
ing with women’s issues and with international funding bodies, the team 
struggles with numerous challenges well known to the NGO and non-
profit sector worldwide: limited funding opportunities, professionalization 
of the voluntary sector, and enforced neoliberalization and depoliticiza-
tion of agendas and mandates (Alvarez, 1999; Schild, 1995). Nonetheless, 
CEDEMU has managed to remain congruent with its socialist- feminist 
roots, despite the insecurity of this choice. From the beginning, CEDEMU 
was tenuously connected with the broader feminist movement through its 
relationship with Movement for the Emancipation of Chilean Women 
(MEMCH) in Santiago. MEMCH’s mission is to promote equal rights 
and citizenship for women and to strengthen the women’s movement in 
Chile through education in four areas: personal development, social devel-
opment, labor training, and schooling. Through this network, CEDEMU 
remains connected to other feminists in Chile and in Latin America and 
is able to access small sources of funding related to MEMCH’s priority 
areas. The UN Decade for Women provided opportunities for grassroots 
organizations such as CEDEMU to inf luence policy documents that con-
tributed to Chile’s Equal Opportunity Plan, allowing community organi-
zations to mobilize some services for women using the government’s own 
rhetoric (Franceschet, 2003).

Nevertheless, women activists in Arica are highly dissatisfied with 
the two decade long “transition” period of Chile’s “pseudo- democracy.” 
They recognize the role of neoliberalism in this impasse, citing numer-
ous inadequacies in health, pensions, education, and support for the poor 
and working classes. They do not feel well served by the official women’s 
ministry, SERNAM, nor has any semblance of the vitality of the earlier 
grassroots movements reemerged, although both CEDEMU and Mujeres 
de Luto have carried on in Arica (Chovanec, 2009).

Participatory Research with CEDEMU: 
Exploring Social Movement Learning

In this section, we discuss the processes of initiating and enacting a par-
ticipatory research project on social movement learning in collaboration 
with CEDEMU. We first describe how a Chilean- in- exile living in 
Canada initially proposed the idea for this project, how it was taken up 
by a Canadian doctoral student and how CEDEMU became integrally 
involved. Second, we outline the processes of collaborative learning that 
resulted in the construction of a collective narrative about the wom-
en’s movement in Arica. Third, we review the process of collaborative 
analysis, identify the three themes that emerged from the analysis and 
examine their significance for social movements in Arica and beyond. 
Finally, we describe the follow- up and extension of this research into 
new projects.
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Grounded in Local Experience, a Research Idea Emerges

Héctor was ten years old on September 11, 1973, the day of the mili-
tary coup in Chile. He spent his adolescence and young adulthood as a 
student, youth, and cultural leader in the antidictatorship movement in 
Arica. Héctor knew most of the women who participated in the diverse 
facets of the women’s movement because they were connected to him on 
many levels: family, friends, classmates, fellow artists, and political com-
rades. After many years of grueling resistance work, Héctor arrived in 
Canada at age twenty- five as a political refugee. Following a period of 
work with other political refugees, Héctor decided to continue his studies 
in education.

For many years, Héctor harbored admiration for the bravery of the 
women, and he often thought that people fighting for justice and human 
rights around the world ought to know that this small city had given 
birth to a movement that had withstood fear and severe repression. He 
thought that their experience could be a learning tool and an inspiration 
for other movements. When Héctor and Donna met, we were both grad-
uate students at the University of Alberta passionately studying education 
for social change. Héctor was aware of Donna’s interest in women’s move-
ments because, at the time, she was collaborating on a research project 
about antiviolence activists with the members of an abused women’s drop 
in center (Chovanec, 1994). He introduced her to literature and videos 
about the women’s movement in Chile and shared his own experiences as 
a leader in the antidictatorship movement in Arica.

During a trip to Chile in 1994, Héctor introduced Donna to some of 
the main protagonists of the women’s movement, one of whom was the 
director of CEDEMU at the time. From this trip, research possibilities 
for studying the learning dimension of the women’s movement in Arica 
began to take shape. Our exploratory contact with CEDEMU’s director 
was very positive because women were keen to tell the story of the wom-
en’s movement from their unique perspective far from the capital city.

Constructing a Collective Narrative

In 2001 to 2002, we moved to Arica with our family for nine months 
to conduct fieldwork in collaboration with CEDEMU. Embedding the 
research project within CEDEMU made sense because of the organi-
zation’s longevity and historical connection to the women’s movement 
in Arica and because they had an operational infrastructure to host the 
project. Despite facing organizational and funding challenges at the time, 
CEDEMU’s team of four women welcomed us warmly and included 
Donna in the daily functioning and special events of the organization. 
Our original research ideas were soon modified to more closely align with 
CEDEMU’s expectations and needs. At the first meeting, the CEDEMU 
team generated a list of women’s movement participants to be included in 
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the research, suggested methodological strategies, and clarified their hope 
that an “outsider’s” analysis would shed light on the current impasse in the 
women’s movement, thereby providing impetus for renewed activism in the 
current era. From this meeting, we formed a research team that included 
us and two members of CEDEMU, Sandra Bravo and CEDEMU’s direc-
tor, Berta Moreno. The four of us planned the research project together 
and made continuous modifications based on the response and feedback 
of other participants. Notably, our initial idea of conducting a small num-
ber of in- depth interviews expanded to interviewing any women who 
were active in the antidictatorship era movement and who were available 
and wanted to participate. We introduced group sessions as the primary 
vehicle for including larger numbers of interested women. Over the next 
six months, we conducted a series of open- ended, dialogical interviews 
with more than fifty women. In addition, being immersed as a family in 
the community for an extended period, we had many opportunities for 
impromptu dialogues with Héctor’s friends and fellow activists.

Using this dialogic process, the women openly shared their experiences 
with us, often building on each others’ stories. Even when individually 
interviewed, the parts of their narratives that intersected with Sandra’s or 
Héctor’s became a point of mutuality or convergence. As a stated focus of 
the research, our dialogues often turned to the many things the women 
had learned from participating in the women’s movement. These included 
instrumental (e.g., skills), interpretive (e.g., emotional), and critical (e.g., 
feminist) learnings. Rich learning experiences that were previously sub-
merged were brought to the surface where they could be examined 
and reactivated for the current situation. The women were sometimes 
intrigued by the distinctive perspectives that different women assigned 
to the same events. This was apparent in two early group interviews in 
which the women recollected and represented their perceptions of the 
meeting held in 1983 that precipitated the women’s movement in Arica. 
Indeed, this meeting came up in most discussions and became a focal 
point for the emerging analysis of social movement learning.

Through this process across the many dialogues, the participants were 
co- constructing knowledge about their shared experiences and building 
a collective narrative. The experience of interviewing and being inter-
viewed was a collaborative learning experience that prompted revisioning 
and new understandings of individual and collective experiences of the 
women’s movement in Arica. Thus, while we were all learning about 
social movement learning, we were also engaging in social movement 
learning.

The final opportunity for collective ref lection on the narrative gener-
ated in the interviews occurred through a learning/cultural event orga-
nized by the research team. The event, in which we interspersed scripted 
themes and quotes from the research with music and poetry performed by 
participants, was a nostalgic celebration of the women’s past activism and a 
call to future action. Through reading aloud the co- constructed narrative 

9780230615137ts17.indd   2309780230615137ts17.indd   230 7/13/2009   12:09:31 PM7/13/2009   12:09:31 PM



Chilean Women’s Movement 231

prepared by the research team based on the participants’ own words, the 
women relived their shared yet diverse histories, the interrupted and dis-
rupted trajectory of their lives precipitated by the military coup, their 
many and varied activist roles and activities, their extensive learnings, 
as well as their disillusionment with the current situation in Chile and 
their disappointment over the demise of their once- strong movement. We 
ended the event by collectively denouncing the unremitting injustices in 
Chile and demanding justice and democracy, thus, prompting the possi-
bility of action emerging from the investigative and educative processes of 
the research project.

Collectively Theorizing Social Movement Learning

As stated at the outset, how, what, and why activists are learning, edu-
cating, creating, and recreating knowledge as they work for social change 
is the focus of our attention. While in the field, our analysis of social 
movement learning proceeded alongside the interview process. Often 
participants introduced their own analysis of the past, present, and future 
during the individual interviews, groups and informal dialogues. In regu-
larly debriefing formal and informal interviews and in consultations with 
Berta, key events and concepts emerged early in the research that were 
useful in theorizing the learning dimension of social movements. Near 
the end of the fieldwork, the team expanded to include one woman from 
each of two activist generations to contribute to the collaborative analysis 
process. Together we tentatively developed three main analytical themes 
that Donna then elaborated further by engaging the empirical data with 
the academic literature after leaving the field.

The resulting analysis built on three salient aspects of the women’s expe-
rience that have implications for understanding the learning that mobi-
lizes social action. First, we learned about the important role of parents 
and communities in acquiring social and political consciousness in the early 
years, and about the equally important role of political parties, commu-
nity organizations, liberation theology, or social movement experiences 
in adolescence or young adulthood. Second, in order for the potential of 
this consciousness to be fully realized for sustained activism, we learned 
that systematic and ongoing attention to both elements of critical praxis are 
necessary; that is, action and ref lection. In Arica, the urgency of action 
left little room for critical ref lection on the ideological grounding of the 
movement. Without a critical analysis of the relations of capitalism that 
installed and sustained the dictatorship and in the absence of a vision of the 
society they hoped to secure, the women were “unprepared” for the neo-
liberal “pseudo- democracy” that followed. Third, the younger women 
activists taught us that participating in social movements had particu-
lar consequences in personal/interpersonal and social/political lives that left 
them feeling deeply disillusioned and disconnected from future activism.
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Next Steps: Acting on Our Learning

With the addition of two other activists, the research team rearticulated 
two main purposes when Donna returned to Arica in 2006. First, we dis-
seminated information from the research process to date. We distributed a 
bound summary of the 2002 project and once again, the team organized 
a research presentation and cultural event. Using a PowerPoint slideshow 
with photographic images and text, we collectively presented information 
from the research analysis interspersed with musical performances. Using 
the framework developed for the written report, the collective narrative 
was again presented, this time by a woman from CEDEMU and a woman 
from MODEMU. We also presented the three themes that arose from the 
research analysis. As a result, some women gained a fuller understanding 
of the relationship of learning to social movement activism and were able 
to connect it to their own experience. However, as we discuss in the next 
section, the public presentation of the research project (through the doc-
ument and the event) also reopened previous conf licts between the wom-
en’s organizations.

The second purpose was to consider the implications of the research 
findings for the present situation in Chile and for further action and 
research. This was activated through two group sessions organized by 
CEDEMU. The discussion at that time prompted ref lection on what 
CEDEMU could do to support the younger women who experienced 
significant consequences from their social movement experiences during 
the dictatorship years. The women also noted a growing presence of ado-
lescent women at Mujeres de Luto. They speculated on the dynamics and 
significance of this recent development as well as on their role in “incul-
cating” political consciousness and activism in the youth.

As is noted in the quote at the start of this chapter, “We are teachers, 
early childhood educators, community workers, neighbors, and mothers 
with a tremendous responsibility and commitment to re- educate the next 
generations.” Intersecting the three earlier themes with newer observa-
tions, we have initiated an analysis of intergenerational learning in social 
movements that was further stimulated when high school students across 
Chile mobilized in 2006. Looking now at three generations of activ-
ists and the connections between them leads us to consider the learning 
processes that facilitate activism across generations (Chovanec & Benitez, 
2008). To date, we have argued for attention to the critical role of par-
ents and political parties in the political socialization of the next genera-
tion. We have also noted the significance of social movement continuity 
structures that sustain movements during quiescent times through the 
personal and public actions of longtime and incoming activists (Taylor, 
1989; Whittier, 1995). In the case of Arica, women’s movement continu-
ity structures are manifested through the enduring presence of CEDEMU 
and the annually occurring Mujeres de Luto. We contend that the current 
student mobilization has its roots in the political consciousness and praxis 
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of mothers and grandmothers, and in local social movement continuity 
structures that have quietly sustained an activist culture across genera-
tions. The challenge for adult educators is to be actively involved in social 
movements at the grassroots so as to integrate an intentional pedagogical 
dimension with the potential to catalyze social activism. This is Donna’s 
task in Canada and the task of Arica activists in their own communities. 
As CEDEMU’s longstanding activist/director made clear, community 
level actions should be initiated from within.

The visit to Arica in 2006 also resulted in an additional collaboration 
with a newer community- based NGO, Centro de Promoción e Integración 
Sociocultural, Corporación QUEÑUA. Since then, we have also expanded 
our Canadian contingent to include a young Chilean- Canadian woman 
and other academics interested in participatory approaches to study-
ing social movement learning. Together with these newer partners and 
CEDEMU, we have continued to work across continents to explore the 
reemergence of the Chilean student movement in light of the findings 
from the earlier research period. At the time of this writing, we are 
engaged in a pilot project using participant- generated videos that focuses 
on the social movement learning of the newest generation of activists 
in Chile.

Critical Ref lection on the Participatory Approach

Participatory research approaches are typically conceptualized as cyclical 
or spiral processes that simultaneously integrate research, action, and edu-
cation. By engaging people who are most directly affected by the issue 
being investigated, participatory research challenges dominant views of 
research that situate the research process outside the realm of everyday 
actions and ordinary people. Ideally, the research process is generated by 
community needs and results in improved circumstances at the local level. 
For activists and researchers interested in grassroots and systemic change, 
these approaches have offered a means to engage in a more holistic, inclu-
sive, and empowering approach to research.

The research project described in this chapter is facilitated by a number 
of attributes of participatory research approaches. Most importantly, the 
research project and processes were embedded in the community. Himself 
a member of the community, Héctor provided the impetus for the pro-
ject, initiated first contact with CEDEMU, and initially activated the net-
works. The fieldwork was orchestrated in large part by the research team, 
of which only Donna was not Chilean. Both CEDEMU’s and Héctor’s 
reputations and reach into the activist community have been significant in 
the success of the project. Second, because we lived as a family in Héctor’s 
home community during the fieldwork, we built relationships and con-
nections from an existing history and base of trust, extending it further 
through our participation in family and community social activities. 
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Donna’s personal and research relationships in the community are built 
on that foundation and further facilitated by CEDEMU’s involvement 
in the project. Donna was actively involved in CEDEMU’s routine of 
activities and was regularly included in social events involving women 
in the activist network. The women in the community value the efforts 
she has made to acquire the language and understand the cultural tradi-
tions. In time, she has become a trusted friend and the women have begun 
to see her as somewhat of an insider rather than as a complete stranger 
to the movement. As is expected in a Latin American research context 
(González, 1997), the social and the professional are oftentimes blurred. 
Third, living for an extended period in a working- class neighborhood 
kept us more grounded in the daily realities of the community. As neigh-
bors, we observed the contradictions between the widespread discourse of 
social equality and the material effects of neoliberal socioeconomic poli-
cies at the community level.

Notwithstanding the numerous strengths of a participatory approach, 
many have leveled criticisms at participatory research. One such criti-
cism is that participatory approaches create the illusion of participation 
while the research process continues to be an imperialist exercise with 
outside experts manipulating knowledge, ignoring power relationships, 
and treating groups as homogenous entities (Cooke & Kothari, 2001). In 
the case of our participatory research project with the women’s move-
ment in Arica, this relates in part to the positionality of the outside 
“expert” researcher. Despite her intimate connections with the commu-
nity as described earlier, Donna was given certain license to be in that 
community simply because she was a white North American academic. 
Although she often felt inadequate in the language and customs of the 
community, Donna was aware of her privileged status with de facto 
control over the direction of the project and the final interpretation 
of the findings. The participants may not have questioned it, but, as 
researchers, it was incumbent on us to question it: For what purpose am 
I there? In what ways do I contribute or not to the lives of the people 
who live in that community?

Related to this are critical questions of representation and voice. 
Once we presented the f indings to the participants and other members 
of the women’s movement, longstanding divisions that existed between 
groups in the community resurfaced. Some women challenged the 
written interpretation of their story. They felt unheard, underrepre-
sented, and poorly positioned in the narrative. They felt that the nar-
rative favored the feminist perspective of the women from the host 
NGO. Thus, our connection with CEDEMU may have created some 
limitations due to rivalries between different organizations and com-
munities within the women’s movement. This reminds us of the prob-
lematic ways that communities are defined and bounded. On what basis 
are particular “voices” representative of particular “communities”? All 
communities are infused with power based on various factors. In Chile, 
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in addition to gender and power imbalances, powerful aff iliations based 
on political party and social class play a signif icant role in community 
politics.

Although the women’s response was not entirely unexpected, it 
prompted us to reevaluate Donna’s role and responsibility in and to this 
community. In a recent conference symposium, she ref lects,

Issues of voice, representation, privilege and power are always fore-
grounded in feminist research. I asked myself if I had transgressed 
the feminist code. Where had I gone astray in my careful crafting 
of the story? Had I favoured certain perspectives? Whose voices 
had I privileged? Was it not my own voice that was privileged? I 
challenged my right to be representing their voice and pronounc-
ing judgments on their lives. (Chovanec, Pauchulo, & Elvy, 2008, 
p. 418)

Although this kind of self- ref lexivity is essential in feminist and participa-
tory research, it can sometimes leave us feeling immobilized, lost, or stuck. 
In this, Patti Lather (2007) offers theoretical tools for Donna’s ref lection 
(page references embedded within the quote refer to Lather):

Lather asks us to accept that our work is in “ruins” from the start, a 
symptomatic site of the limits of our knowing . . . Lather suggests that 
by chancing any form of representation, I reach the limits of represen-
tation. I can never know all the possible permutations and nuances of 
the “story”—or stories—to be told about the women’s movements in 
Arica, or how many conf licting interpretations might be relished in 
this space (p. 5). Further, I don’t know how my partial and “ruined” 
representation will be taken up. (Chovanec, Pauchulo, & Elvy, 2008, 
p. 418)

Lather quotes Lacan in emphasizing the potential of the stuck and lost 
places in a critical praxis: “Something you don’t know anything about 
allows for hope. It is the sign that you are affected by it” (cited in Lather, 
2007, p. 1). Being affected by the women’s lives and their learning, and 
hoping that their sacrifices will contribute to the learning of new gen-
erations of those who struggle against injustice in diverse locations is the 
impetus behind our ongoing participatory research in Arica as we con-
tinue to expand the research team and the focus of the research through 
an ongoing dialogue and smaller scale projects.

Summary and Conclusion

In this chapter, we have provided a descriptive account of an ongoing 
participatory research project conducted within the women’s movement 
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in Arica, Chile. We hope that our description and analysis of this research 
project provides some insight into the potential of participatory research 
approaches within diverse locations. To conduct this research, the role of 
the “insiders,” or local people, was essential from the inception of the idea 
through the fieldwork, analysis, and dissemination to the current pilot 
project with new methods and emphases. However, we are also chal-
lenged to critically ref lect on the place of the “outsider’s” relationship to 
the women’s realities and knowledges. The researcher’s role in facilitating 
the research process and in collaborating on the educational elements has 
been more easily identifiable than her responsibility for how the research 
is taken up in the community, both in terms of reaction and in terms of 
action. We are left with the hope that our tentative interpretations have 
meaning and significance in spaces that we cannot predict and that our 
exploration into intergenerational learning across the three living gen-
erations of women activists in Arica will provide useful information for 
social movements wherever they exist.
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C H A P T E R  S E V E N T E E N

Participatory Research, NGOs, and Grassroots 
Development: Challenges in Rural Bangladesh

Bijoy P.  Barua

Introduction

In development interventions, the terms participatory research, partic-
ipation, and participatory appraisal are widely used for empowerment 
and mobilization of marginalized groups in rural Bangladesh. While 
using these terms, emphasis is generally centered on the active role of 
Nongovernmental Organizations (NGOs). Over the years, there has been 
a growing consensus that participatory process can only be attained by 
the NGOs in rural Bangladesh. More specifically, donors imagine that 
the NGOs are very innovative, dynamic, f lexible, and active in the pro-
motion of democratic development and the establishment of the citizen-
ship rights in the rural society. Furthermore, this initiative has been taken 
by foreign donors to ensure participatory development due to the failure 
of conventional development efforts. As a result of the donor’s role and 
support, the NGOs received a total of 379 million dollars through for-
eign aid that is 34 percent of the total aid f lows disbursed to Bangladesh 
(Transparency International Bangladesh, 2007) in the financial year of 
2003–2004. This initiative was taken to implement participatory devel-
opment projects and programs for the mobilization of the marginalized 
people in rural Bangladesh. In fact, with the acceptance of participatory 
grassroots development and foreign aid, the participatory research and 
grassroots development toward empowerment and liberation of the dis-
advantaged people has been marginalized (Rahman, 1995). For effective 
grassroots development, NGOs need to use participatory action research 
on continuous basis within their program operations. I believe that with-
out any spiritual humanism (Sharif, 2004) and sociopolitical, cultural, 
and ideological commitment one cannot take part in the process of social 
change for disadvantaged people (Barua, 2001).

9780230615137ts18.indd   2399780230615137ts18.indd   239 7/13/2009   12:09:53 PM7/13/2009   12:09:53 PM



Bijoy P. Barua240

This chapter will critically examine the issue of participatory action 
research and grassroots development in Bangladesh. While examining 
this issue, I will focus my analysis to the program areas of NGOs and 
grassroots development in Bangladesh. My proposition is that the NGOs 
have little time to use participatory research for the empowerment of the 
rural disadvantaged groups in their program areas since they are occupied 
with the massive expansion of microcredit programs mainly for their own 
growth and development. An analysis of this chapter is based on my own 
experience in program implementation and research involvement in grass-
roots development with the NGOs in Bangladesh from 1987 to 2007. In 
this chapter, I will use the terms participatory research and participatory 
action research interchangeably since these are both used by the NGOs in 
the implementation of grassroots development in Bangladesh.

Context of NGOs, Politics, and Grassroots 
Development in Bangladesh

Bangladesh has a total land of 56,977 square miles or 147,570 square kilo-
meters, and a population of more than 158,665 million. Approximately 
74 percent of the population lives in rural areas and more than sixty 
percent lives by agriculture alone (Economic and Social Commission 
for Asia and the Pacific [ESCAP], 2007). Bangladesh is known as a land 
of villages with cultural achievement centered around the village life. 
The precolonial villages were autonomous and self- sufficient “little 
republics.” Political instability rarely disorganized the placidity of their 
socioeconomic life (Karim, 1996). The colonial power overturned the 
village communities and their society “by uprooting the native indus-
try” (Marx, 1936, p. 658). The class- based zamindari (landlord) system 
was established in 1793 by the colonial power with the introduction of 
the Permanent Settlement Act that was designed to institutionalize the 
private property of land. As a result, the communal ownership disap-
peared and property rights were given to the men. The colonial power 
displaced local culture, needs, rights, and local knowledge (Shiva, 1989). 
More significantly, the people of the country experienced military rule 
for approximately thirty years between 1947 and 1992. The partici-
pation of people in the political process was irregular (Barua, 1999). 
Postcolonial Bangladesh was heavily dependent on foreign aid, and it 
received annually less than 2 billion US dollars (Lewis, 2004). Despite 
this fact, rural people are more than twice as likely to be poor compared 
to those living in the cities (Saddi, 1998).

Over the years, the people of Bangladesh have struggled for their lib-
eration based on their language and cultural identities ( Jahan, 1996). The 
liberation struggle was inspired by a patriotic song Jaan debo tabu maan 
debo na (we will give up our lives, but we will not give up our chas-
tity or dignity). During the liberation war, millions of people sacrificed 
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their lives for their own culture and language. Despite their long strug-
gle, Bangladesh emerged as an independent nation state through a war 
of liberation in 1971. This liberation struggle immensely sensitized the 
young freedom fighters to work for the empowerment of the disadvan-
taged people. Eventually, these freedom fighters came forward with a 
commitment to establish NGOs in the postliberation era to help the mar-
ginalized people in Bangladesh. The NGOs are viewed as nonprofit civil 
society organizations that are involved in grassroots promotion for the 
empowerment of the disadvantaged segment of the population in rural 
Bangladesh (Barua, 2001). These NGOs determined to regenerate the 
culture and rural economy to decolonize the minds of the villagers. With 
this goal and intention, NGOs adopted the Freirian concept to enhance 
the consciousness of the people and farmers and to sensitize them of their 
latent potential through the building of grassroots organizations in the 
1970s. Most of the NGOs operating in Bangladesh date back to the lib-
eration war and began with relief activities and subsequently moved into 
development activities. With the changing circumstances, the concept of 
voluntarism has seen a vertical swing in a direction that includes profes-
sionalism, specialization, and formal Western management structures that 
can be observed in the contemporary NGOs of Bangladesh (Barua, 1999). 
There are approximately 22,000 NGOs actively involved in the country 
and of which 2,3411 receive foreign donation. These NGOs also extended 
their services to 20–35 percent of the country’s population in the areas of 
education, health, and micro- credit (Lewis, 2004).

Participatory Research and Social Change

Participatory research is an active process in which disadvantaged groups 
are empowered through collective education and partnership for socio-
economic and political development. Such research is politically com-
mitted toward structural social change to dismantle the dominion of 
the minority group who control the wealth of the society (Brown & 
Tandon, 1983; Maguire, 1987; Rahman, 1991; Selener, 1997). The par-
ticipatory research approach allows marginalized people to generate their 
own knowledge from their daily experiences to liberate them from social 
oppression. It sensitizes the marginalized people to change their social 
conditions through a collective effort in their society (Rahman, 1994; 
Smith, 1997). In the view of Hall (1996)

Participatory research is a social action process that is biased in favor 
of dominated, exploited, poor, or otherwise left out people for social 
change and empowerment. It sees no contradiction between goals 
of collective empowerment and the deepening of social knowledge. 
The concern with power and democracy and their interactions are 
central to participatory research. (p. 887)
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In this process of research, the main drive is to promote  democratic 
 people’s organizations and the restoration of popular knowledge (Rahman, 
1991). The main thrust of participatory research is to boost the level of 
understanding and capacity of the people through collective learning so 
that they can change their condition through social action within their 
own sociocultural context. This form of research systematically tries 
to understand the issues from the perspective of participants. Both the 
researcher and the people are involved in the process of sharing and learn-
ing with the commitment to social change. This process helps both groups 
at an equal level to build knowledge and act collectively to improve the 
conditions (Barua, 2002; Rahman, 1994).

Participatory Research and Grassroots 
Development in Bangladesh

The history of participatory research can be traced back to the late 1970s. 
Since that time, NGOs began to speak about empowerment, which pri-
marily focused on consciousness raising and the formation of grassroots 
organizations through popular education programs in the villages of 
Bangladesh. These popular education programs tended to use the dialogi-
cal process based on Freirian thinking. Although facilitating popular edu-
cation in the rural areas, the NGOs emphasized the active participation 
of disadvantaged groups who were primarily landless laborers, women, 
and small farmers, in order to make them conscious and concerned citi-
zens in the rural society (Barua, 2001; Chowdhury, 1989; Hasan, 1983). 
Participatory research has taken different forms and shapes during the 
1970s and 1980s in mobilizing and organizing the rural disadvantaged 
people in Bangladesh (Barua, 2002; Rahman, 1994). For example, the 
disadvantaged and powerless rural people participated in the investigation 
and analysis of the power structure of ten villages with the facilitation of 
a participatory research study known as The Net and conducted by the 
Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee (BRAC), which is a leading 
NGO in Bangladesh. In this process, the PROSHIKA- Manabik Unnayan 
Kendra, a large NGO in the country, also played an important role to 
mobilize and empower the landless groups in the rural society (Rahman, 
1994). This participatory research specifically ref lected how the local elite 
seized the benefits of the rural poor (Chambers, 1992). This period of 
time was considered to be a golden age in the implementation of partic-
ipatory research in Bangladesh. In fact, such trends continued until the 
late 1980s. With this initial commitment of collective learning and action, 
NGOs were considered to act as catalysts. Over a period of time, NGOs 
recognized that

[d]evelopment must come from the people themselves. People cannot 
be empowered by the outsiders. Neither the Government, or NGOs 

9780230615137ts18.indd   2429780230615137ts18.indd   242 7/13/2009   12:09:54 PM7/13/2009   12:09:54 PM



Challenges in Rural Bangladesh 243

nor political parties can empower the poor of Bangladesh. Therefore, 
the poor must empower themselves through collective action—in 
particular through organization and education. (Association of 
Development Agencies in Bangladesh [ADAB], 1988, p. 8)

Since development strategies over- emphasized economic growth in the 
late 1980s and early 1990s, the rapid expansion of microcredit programs 
have become a common trend among the NGOs of Bangladesh. Because 
of this fact, attention toward participatory research has declined since this 
process requires long- term social and political commitment and devo-
tion. In the 1990s, NGOs preferred to apply the method of participatory 
rapid appraisal (PRA) in grassroots development programs in Bangladesh. 
Consequently, the use of PRA has become the dominant trend among the 
development actors to ensure the participation of farmers and disadvan-
taged groups. This PRA is used to improve the efficiency of the project 
management and is usually carried out in a village within a specific period 
of time (generally four or five days) by professionals with the cooperation 
of the farmers, community leaders, and extension workers to collect infor-
mation and data for project planning and evaluation. Since the emergence 
of the PRA method in the 1990s, a professional training initiative has 
entered in the process in order to train and develop the human resources 
necessary for grassroots development (Thana Cereal Technology Transfer 
and Identification Project, 2000). Such training has eventually been able 
to develop and train the required workforce for the facilitation of the 
PRA method. As a result, the domination of urban educated experts has 
become a common phenomenon within the grassroots development in 
rural Bangladesh. This domination has in fact created a kind of social seg-
regation and a culture of binary opposition between the urban experts and 
rural grassroots workers in the promotion of grassroots development for 
the disadvantaged people and community. Despite this fact, the issues of 
participatory research have been marginalized and pushed out of the pro-
cess of grassroots development (Barua, 2001). Thus the issue of political 
empowerment through social action has been almost completely ignored 
through the promotion of aamar kotha aami koi; tore ektu jigaya loi (I tell you 
my own sermon or version; but I ask you for affirmation or verification). 
This sufficiently indicates that NGOs tend to facilitate this participatory 
appraisal to justify their actions in the villages through the guided plans 
and predetermined agenda.

Although the terms of participatory action research and participatory 
rapid appraisal are used interchangeably in the development programs in 
Bangladesh, there is a clear distinction between these two. In the view of 
Chambers (1992),

[i]n practice, much PRA has similarly been concerned with pov-
erty and equity. But compared with most activist participatory 
research, PRA has entailed less extended dialogue and those who 
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have facilitated it have been less ideologically committed extent to 
radical social change. (p. 3)

Although participatory research was initiated with the introduction of 
Freirian thinking in grassroots development in the later part of the 1970s, 
this form of research has become a mere catchword in recent times (Barua, 
2002; Ribaux & Barua, 1995). Upon review of the NGO activities, three 
key issues that significantly pose challenges in the promotion of participa-
tory research in grassroots development in Bangladesh were observed.

Competition and Conf lict within the NGOs

A climate of competition seems to hinder real cooperation in the develop-
ment of disadvantaged people within the villages. It has been recognized 
that “the relations among the large NGOs in Bangladesh have characteris-
tically been distant, even competitive” (ADAB, 1988, p. 1). A serious con-
frontation and conf lict was visible among the leaders of NGOs in the early 
1990s and late 2001 within the members of the Association of Development 
Agencies in Bangladesh (ADAB) even during the time of national political 
and social crisis in Bangladesh. This situation has gradually led to a climate 
of conf lict among the NGOs. Ribaux and Barua (1995) further illustrated 
that “a feeling of competitiveness prevails and cooperation between the 
organizations is rare” (p. 31). Although these NGOs opted for political 
change and development through collective action by building alliances 
against oppression in the late 1970s and 1980s, they became virtually inac-
tive in collective action in the 1990s and onward. Despite several efforts 
to formulate strategies for cooperation and even collaboration, there is still 
confrontation among the NGOs due to their ideological differences or to 
their political control over the disadvantaged people in the operational vil-
lages. The ideological differences and conf licts among the NGOs became 
more severe after the national election of 2001. As a result of the ideolog-
ical conf licts, the ADAB disintegrated in 2001 and formed the Federation 
of NGOs in Bangladesh (FNB) (Transparency International Bangladesh, 
2007). This new organization was created to act as an umbrella agency to 
reorganize the NGOs in Bangladesh.

Moreover, a bureaucratic framework has gradually been developed 
within the organizational structures of the NGOs while expanding pro-
grams in the country. This situation was particularly ref lected in the man-
agement of the large NGOs in Bangladesh. Because of this fact, the role 
of the NGOs has been primarily confined to power and authority rather 
than collective education. The workshop report of ADAB, Private Rural 
Initiative Program (PRIP), and Institute for Development Research (IDR) 
(1992) illustrated that

[t]hrough examining the clarity of visions, missions and strategies of 
many NGOs in Bangladesh over time, it is obvious that they have 
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not gone through an evaluation of their own development process. 
As a result, they now implement a variety of different activities which 
are not coordinated, not consistent with each other, not well thought 
through, and are thus, not as effective as they might be. (p. 2)

Since NGOs have become more concerned about project expansion and 
money, they have less time to use participatory research in developing 
their effective programs in the villages for the empowerment of the dis-
advantaged groups. Interestingly, approximately 60 percent of the newly 
registered NGOs between 1990 and 1995 were from the Dhaka division 
even though Dhaka has only a 31 percent share of the country’s total 
population (World Bank, 1996). Obviously, this is because Dhaka is also 
the center of political and economic power in which NGOs can main-
tain their network for project funding from the bilateral and international 
donors. As a result, the power of the NGOs is mainly confined to foreign 
funding rather than being generated from the people of the villages.

Political Empowerment to Microcredit Programs

Despite their ambivalent role, approximately one thousand2 NGOs have 
been involved in the mobilization of the rural disadvantaged and mar-
ginalized people in the villages through an implementation of micro-
credit programs (Afrin, Islam, and Ahmed, 2008; Palli Karma Sahayak 
Foundation, 2007). Their recent attention toward economic development 
through microcredit has ultimately diverted them from the agenda of 
political empowerment through collective action. Microcredit has also 
brought competition and confrontation between the NGOs in the vil-
lages. The bigger NGOs were engaged in mobilizing the disadvantaged 
groups in order to expand their microcredit scheme. In this situation, the 
middle and small NGOs have had difficulty implementing their develop-
ment programs for political empowerment through a participatory pro-
cess. The enormous expansion of programs has also eventually divided the 
rural people in the villages.

During my fieldwork in the central and southeastern parts of Bangladesh 
in the winter of 2007, I observed that NGOs were involved in a con-
f licting situation to gain control over the disadvantaged people through 
the power of micro credit. The disadvantaged people have been consid-
ered as target beneficiaries by the NGOs since they provide them with 
micro credit. As a result of this, these marginalized people were mainly 
utilized by the NGOs for their own agenda to attain power and social 
position. Consequently, the policies intended to offer empowerment to 
the people through conscientization has turned toward the distribution 
of money. In fact, “much of their programs have concentrated on basic 
needs orientation interventions” (Sadeque, 1990, p. 55) rather than polit-
ical empowerment for social change. In such a situation, the participation 
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of disadvantaged people has often shifted toward money transaction rather 
than socioeconomic, political, and cultural education. One can assume 
that this rapid expansion of microcredit programs may decrease the cre-
ativity of the people by causing indebtedness to the NGOs. Moreover, it 
can increase vulnerability and new moral order to patrons who provide 
the credit. A similar observation is ref lected by Chambers, Saxena, and 
Shah (1989) in the Indian context.

In many cases, such programs are designed through a centralized effort 
of program planning and do not take into account the local needs of the 
people. Although the investment in microcredit contributes to provide 
money to the rural disadvantaged people, it has also become an imped-
iment to collective learning and action for their empowerment and for 
social change within the villages. Angela, a participant of microcredit 
program narrated:

We do not discuss or share our experience in the weekly meeting of 
the samity (grassroots women’s organization). We now mainly con-
centrate our time on credit repayment and deposit collection at the 
weekly meeting. Only money cannot improve our life. Education is 
also essential for the socio- economic development and cultural con-
ditions. (quoted in Barua, 1999, p. 67)

These statements indicate that participants of the NGOs programs cannot 
necessarily organize their education for collective social change through 
their own grassroots organizations. This is because in most cases the pro-
grams are based on generalized needs rather than the needs of the target 
people. Their participation is mainly confined to loan collection and gen-
eration at the weekly meetings with the extension workers. As a result of 
this process, less priority is given to education, participatory research, and 
action and more to the contentions with the other NGOs in the villages.

Mobilization, Politics, and the Suspicion of People

The direct involvement of NGOs in the democratic political movement 
from 1990 to 1991 and 1996 raised some criticism, questioning whether 
they could and should legally be able to participate in such events. For 
example, the NGO Affairs Bureau of the Government of Bangladesh 
stated that NGOs are out of control and do not follow the government’s 
rules and regulations (Holloway, 1998). Although the NGOs have denied 
that their political roles were similar to the political parties, they welcomed 
the reinstallation of democracy with the hopes of gaining more freedom 
in their operation so as to ensure the participation of disadvantaged citi-
zens. The participation of NGOs in the political movements from 1990 to 
1991 and 1996 and voter education for the national election in 2001 was 
not only meant to restore parliamentary democracy for the disadvantaged 
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people, but also to establish their supremacy over the government’s admin-
istrative structures for their own political gains.3 Despite their efforts and 
hopes, the NGOs’ activities in regard to corruption and irregularities were 
questioned by the new democratic government in 1991 and 2001. During 
that period, questions were raised about the democratic practices of NGOs 
within their own organizations and in their management structures. As 
a result, distrust and suspicion as to the role of NGOs developed among 
liberals and fundamentalists as well as radical groups of the urban educated 
class.4 Even the common people of Bangladesh were suspicious about the 
activities of the NGOs. In the view of some independent radical think-
ers, “NGO efforts are never generally directed towards a revolutionary 
structural change of the society. They rather directly help to maintain the 
existing socio- economic- political status quo” (cited in Khan, 1990, p. 58). 
There is growing belief among the people that NGOs fundamentally serve 
the economic and political agenda of the world capitalist society. They 
primarily demobilize the rural disadvantaged people from the process of 
political action and empowerment in the interest of capitalist control. In 
other words, the NGOs are involved in splitting and alienating the rural 
people in Bangladesh from the democratic and revolutionary political pro-
cess with the assistance of Western donors (personal observation, 2007).

There is also a fear of conversion into Christianity since the Western 
donors fund the NGOs. In Bangladesh, 200,000 mosques, 100,000 mak-
tabs (Islamic religious schools) (Shahidullah, 1997), and 5,766 madrashas 
(Islamic schools) (Rashiduzzaman, 1994) are involved in the mobiliza-
tion of the people through their educational programs. Since the religious 
institutions are deeply rooted in the sociocultural environment of the vil-
lage, it is likely impossible to ignore such networks by the NGOs within 
the villages in Bangladesh (Barua, 2001). On the other hand, NGOs also 
have their own missions and objectives and “vested interests which may 
not concur with those of their intended beneficiaries” (Fowler, 1988, 
p. 13). In many instances, NGOs have been involved in controversial issues 
related to religion while implementing their programs in the villages. As 
a result of this, these religious organizations have challenged the NGOs’ 
involvement in programs related to women’s education and income gen-
eration in the 1990s. Consequently, thousands of education centers of the 
NGOs were vandalized by religious groups as part of a cultural challenge 
in Bangladesh. In fact, these religious institutions have a stronghold in 
determining the sociopolitical behavior in rural life. In Bangladesh, the 
social and political bonds among the rural people, whether poor or rich, 
are based on kinship ties and religious affinities. Because of this, even 
liberal political parties could not avoid the appeal of using socioreligious 
and cultural values and symbols in order to win the national elections of 
1996 and 2001.5 In Rashiduzzaman’s (1994) view, “The NGOs will lose 
their ‘popular base’ in the civil society if they become entangled in the 
religious right vs. liberal controversy in the village” (p. 988). The indige-
nous social and religious networks act virtually as an informal educational 
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forum for sharing information within the villages. This type of educative 
sharing takes place spontaneously in the villages through everyday social 
and emotional relationships and interactions rather than through insti-
tutionalized and bureaucratic structures. Incidentally while implement-
ing education for disadvantaged groups in Latin American society, Paulo 
Freire also could not ignore religious institutions. Rather, he engaged 
religious institutions to promote education for the benefit of marginalized 
groups. Freire explicitly mentioned that “My ‘meetings’ with Marx never 
suggested to me to stop ‘meeting’ Christ” (cited in Lange, 1998, p. 92).

Having identified the problems of participatory research in grassroots 
development within the villages of Bangladesh, I have established that 
perhaps the mistrust between the NGOs and the people has been devel-
oped within the communities because of the NGOs’ centralized planning 
of activities. Despite the limitations and problems within the NGO pro-
grams, there is also hope of success in the area of participatory research 
particularly with the small NGOs. Such success is dependent upon the 
political, social, and spiritual commitment of the NGOs. This is only pos-
sible if their action is taken through collective efforts with the people.

Conclusion

Having analyzed grassroots development in Bangladesh, I have found that 
the NGOs have dealt and negotiated with various external and internal 
factors while using participatory action research in their programs. The 
NGOs have changed their approaches and mandates in order to fit them 
into the global economic order for the last three and a half decades. The 
growth of microcredit programs is significant in recent times. Despite this 
fact, the larger NGOs are basically occupied with the expansion of their 
programs to consolidate their authority in the villages and to sustain their 
growth in Bangladesh. They attempt to implement their programs based 
on generalized needs rather than the specific needs of the rural people. 
Thus, it is more difficult for them to use participatory action research in 
their programs due to their long- term commitment and time factors. The 
management of the larger NGOs is also more centralized in nature. On 
the other hand, small NGOs are closer to the people and more grounded 
in the villages. They maintain face- to- face relationships with villagers in 
order to implement their programs within the villages. Although their 
decentralized character helps them to be in tune with the needs of the 
rural people, they also facilitate their programs in the villages in an atmo-
sphere of threat from the bigger NGOs. I believe the rural marginalized 
and oppressed people can only attain their freedom through collective 
learning and action and not through service- oriented programs in the vil-
lages. Such initiatives can only be achieved if the NGOs’ program plan-
ning and policies are decentralized and grounded in the villages with local 
inputs. In other words, participatory research must be linked in all steps of 
the program for social transformation in the villages.
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Mr. M. Shakhaowat Hossain for their time for logistic support and help while writing this chapter.

1. NGO Affairs Bureau, Government of Bangladesh, Dhaka, Bangladesh, April 21, 2008.
2. Grammen Bank first initiated micro credit scheme in 1976 as a pilot project. There are more 

than three thousand organizations, including NGOs, national commercial banks and specialized 
financial institutions are implementing micro credit programs in Bangladesh. See Afrin et al., 
2008.

3. The author made observations during the period of the 1990s and 2001.
4. In 1999 and 2001, the author gained such experience while conducting field research in the 

country.
5. The author also witnessed similar practices among the politicians in the country.
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Making Space for Youth: iHuman Youth Society 
and Arts- Based Participatory Research with 

Street- Involved Youth in Canada

Diane Conrad & 
Wall i s  K endal

Research into the experiences of homeless or street- involved youth in 
Canada (CS/RESORS, 2001) paints a shocking picture of deprivation, 
lack of support, and victimization suffered by youth on a daily basis. Yet 
the dominant public perception of street- youth is that they are nuisances 
at best and dangerous criminals at worst. Rather than providing much 
needed social assistance for youth caught in dire circumstances, govern-
ments cut funding and pass laws that make their survival even more pre-
carious. While further research into youths’ street- involvement would add 
to our understandings of relevant issues, in particular, research is needed 
that works toward concrete material improvements in the lives of youth. 
Participatory research that employs youth as co- researchers to investigate 
youths’ street- involvement is a potential vehicle for such engagement.

The study discussed in this chapter partners university- based research-
ers with ihuman Youth Society, which works with youth in inner- city 
Edmonton, Alberta, Canada. Using arts- based methods the study aims to 
empower youth through processes of art making that ref lect upon their 
life experiences, interrogate the social context of their lives, and plant the 
seeds for personal and social action.

Government Responses to Youth in a Risk Society

With the pressures associated with globalization, today’s risk society 
(Cieslik & Pollock, 2002) is characterized by anxieties and uncertain-
ties over identity and social membership, the detraditionalization of civil 
society, skepticism over expert knowledge, technological and industrial 
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hazards, economic insecurity, and the unpredictability of the future. 
Youth are among those most at- risk (Cieslik & Pollock, 2002), or as 
Giroux (2002) contends, “rather than being at risk . . . youth have become 
the risk” (p. 35).

In the USA’s neoliberal social environment, youth are depicted as dis-
posable, a social menace, a generation of suspects, and targets of a war on 
the young (Giroux, 2002; Pintado- Vertner & Chang, 1999). A moral panic 
over youth behaviour—concerns over youth dropping out of school, ille-
gal drug use, vandalism, violence, and crime—is fueled by sensationalized 
media accounts, where youth are “demonized . . . and derided by politi-
cians looking for quick- fix solutions to crime” (Giroux, 2003, p. 554).

In the criminal justice system and in schools in Canada, American style 
get- tough- on- crime, zero- tolerance, or three- strikes- you’re- out policies 
are becoming more common (Tibbetts, 2006), with the justice minis-
ter calling for trying youth as adults and stiffer sentences (CBC News, 
2006).

Only valued as consumers under the hegemonic ideology of postmod-
ern consumerism (Strickland, 2002), youths’ use of public space (street 
corners, shopping malls) for anything other than production and con-
sumption of goods is suspect (Hatty, 1996). Moreover, it is racial minority 
youth who are the prime suspects (Pintado- Vertner & Chang, 1999)—in 
Canada these are Aboriginal youth (CS/RESORS, 2001). Young people 
today are increasingly profiled as deviant, subjected to heightened sur-
veillance, with diminished rights of privacy and personal liberty. “In a 
society deeply troubled by their presence,” says Giroux, “youth prompt 
in the public imagination, a rhetoric of fear, control, and surveillance” 
(2003, p. 554).

Rather than being our hope for the future, youth have become scape-
goats for society’s ills (Giroux, 2003; Strickland, 2002). An erosion of 
hope on the part of marginalized youth has lead to a culture of refusal 
(Blake, 2004) characterized by resistance to or nonparticipation in main-
stream society.

Within this “youth crisis,” youth who are homeless or street- involved 
are commonly perceived as public nuisances or delinquents—causing 
problems for ordinary citizens by panhandling and driving away tourists, 
or dangerous—involved in criminal activity and a threat to public secu-
rity (Gaetz, 2004). However, they face a myriad of hardships living on the 
streets and are most often victims themselves (Gaetz, 2004).

Research on homeless youth in Canada since the 1980s (Brannigan & 
Caputo, 1993; Caputo, Weiler, & Anderson, 1997; CS/RESORS, 
2001; Fisher, 1989; Gaetz, 2004; Hagan & McCarthy, 1994; Kufeldt & 
Nimmo, 1987; McCarthy & Hagan, 1992; Public Health Agency of 
Canada (PHAC), 2006; Whitbeck & Simons, 1990; Wingert, Higgitt & 
Ristock, 2005) provides some understanding of the conditions of their 
lives. Overwhelmingly, the research reports that the majority of runaways 
who have left family homes, foster care or group homes, have done so 
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because of intolerable living conditions involving poverty, neglect, con-
f lict, violence, substance abuse, and emotional, physical, or sexual abuse 
from adults in their lives. Other homeless youth are throwaways, kicked 
out of the house by parents/guardians who are unable (sometimes due to 
poverty) or unwilling to care for them. This group includes many les-
bian, gay, or bisexual youth whose parents do not accept their lifestyles 
(CS/RESORS, 2001). Aboriginal youth are also overrepresented among 
homeless youth populations in Canada (PHAC, 2006).

Life on the streets for youth includes multiple hardships: lack of secure 
housing, poverty due to unemployment or underemployment, hunger, lack 
of social supports, physical and mental health issues, addiction, victimiza-
tion including physical violence, theft, and sexual abuse (CS/RESORS, 
2001). The day- to- day struggle for survival, for the basic necessities of life 
including food and secure shelter is ongoing, not allowing street-youth 
the time and energy required to attain stable housing or the employment 
skills needed to transition off the streets (Wingert et al., 2005).

The sociopolitical environment hostile to youth compounds the prob-
lems for youth who find themselves on the streets. It is adult abuse of 
children and youth, not adequately sanctioned in our society (Hagan & 
McCarthy, 1994) that leads many youth to leave home and take to the 
streets in the first place. Upon leaving home there is little social support 
available to them. Economic policies since the 1980s have meant cuts to 
social services, including cuts to child protection services for sixteen-  to 
eighteen- year olds, restrictions on access to income assistance for indepen-
dently living youth, along with cutbacks in spending on education, health, 
and housing, that negatively impact the lives of street- youth. Moreover, 
youth fall between the cracks of the social welfare system which has bar-
riers preventing adolescents from accessing either child or adult services 
(Fitzgerald, 1995). Few resources exist on the streets that serve the needs 
of youth specifically (CS/RESORS, 2001; Wingert et al., 2005). Few 
shelters are exclusively designated for youth, who are reluctant to use adult 
shelters because they are considered unpleasant, overcrowed and often rife 
with predators—dangerous places for youth to sleep (Canada Housing and 
Mortgage Corporation [CMHC], 2001; CS/RESORS, 2001).

Since many street- youth are legally too young to live away from home 
and too young to work, they are denied legal employment, instead driven 
to participant in the informal economy or illegal activities to survive. 
Many municipal governments across Canada have responded to citizens’ 
complaints of the homeless as public nuisances, by banning activities such 
as panhandling, f lagging (holding out signs for money), and squeegeeing 
(cleaning windshields) (Wingert et al., 2005). In the case of Edmonton, 
this involves invoking traffic bylaws to curb panhandling and calls for a 
new bylaw with steep fines to deter coercive begging (Kent, 2007). By 
making it more difficult for street- youth to meet their basic needs, these 
policies serve to further marginalize street youth, forcing their speedier 
entrenchment in street life (Wingert et al., 2005).
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Resorting to illegal activities such as prostitution, theft, or drug dealing 
(McCarthy & Hagan, 1992; Wingert et al., 2005), youth are put at risk of 
victimization (PHAC, 2006), but will often not seek help from authorities 
because of their age or involvement in crime (Gaetz, 2004). On the streets 
then, youth encounter criminal sanction for being homeless, as well as 
for illegal activities that often follow from homelessness, leaving them in 
doubly jeopardy (Hagan & McCarthy, 1994). Rather than correctional 
services, these youth require protection and mental health care (PHAC, 
2006 p. 35).

It is not surprising that recent government initiatives to address youth 
homelessness have proven ineffectual. In 1999, the Canadian government 
announced the National Homelessness Initiative including increased ser-
vices and attention to youth homelessness (CMHC, 2001) and the promise 
of local determination of how objectives would best be met. A follow- up 
study in Winnipeg, Manitoba (Leo & August, 2005), however, found that 
the government fell short of its promise, seemingly reluctant to relin-
quish its power. Priorities identified by community members were largely 
ignored. In 2006, amid fears of cuts to the Initiative, the government reaf-
firmed its commitment (Canada News Centre, 2006), yet Canada contin-
ues to suffer a homelessness crisis (Laird, 2007).

In Alberta, the Conservative government responded with the intent to 
create a ten- year plan to end homelessness (Government of Alberta, 2007), 
but like many of its policies, the tightfisted long- range plan will do lit-
tle to assuage the lives of those suffering poverty and homelessness in the 
short- term.

Government sponsored research into youth homelessness, including 
extensive literature reviews (CS/RESORS, 2001; Brannigan & Caputo, 
1993; Gratrix, 2005), provide a clear picture of the extent of the problem 
and the need for intervention, yet effective intervention is slow in com-
ing. Instead, government reviews call for more research to fill the gaps, 
to amend conceptual and methodological limitations noting difficulties 
in defining the target population, in estimating its size and characteristics 
due to street youths’ transience and elusiveness. Assessors express dissatis-
faction with the randomness of population samples and a resulting lack of 
generalizability of findings. The reliability of youths’ responses is ques-
tioned regarding motivations for participating and the accuracy or truth-
fulness of information provided. Exploratory methods such as descriptive 
case studies are regarded as not scientifically rigorous enough to provide 
data needed to inform implementation (Brannigan & Caputo, 1993).

Government studies (Caputo, Weiler & Anderson, 1997; PHAC, 2006), 
often involving surveys or interviews with street- youth serving as infor-
mants in exchange for paltry food vouchers as remuneration, rarely trans-
late into programs with objectives and interventions that match the needs 
implied by the research (Brannigan & Caputo, 1993; Frankish, Hwang, & 
Quantz, 2005). Despite ongoing research and program initiatives, home-
lessness in Edmonton (Edmonton Joint Planning Committee on Housing, 
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2004; Boyle Street Community Services, 2007), as in other Canadian cit-
ies, has steadily increased in recent years, with existing services unable to 
meet demands. Instead of addressing issues including poverty, abuse, poor 
access to healthcare, mental illness, and addictions, the moral majority and 
government criminalize street youth; responses have been “increasingly 
punitive . . . while the root causes of youth disaffection and hopelessness 
[are] ignored” (Strickland, 2002, p. 1).

Participatory Research to Incite Action with 
ihuman Youth Society

It seems the demands of so- called scientifically rigorous research are prob-
lematic or inappropriate for this population, yielding ineffectual results. 
Quantitative measurement or qualitative description—clearer identifica-
tion, categorization, or statistical analysis of the characteristics of street-
 involvement—do little to address the problem. As one youth researcher 
astutely noted, “A lot of research is used as a stalling tactic in light of 
the fact that addressing the real problem with real solutions is a daunt-
ing task” (De Castell, Jenson, Ibanez, Lawrence, Bennett, Jagosh, et al., 
2002, para. 2). Alternative approaches are needed, which address the real 
material conditions of youths’ lives. Positive interventions would include 
services that promote capacity- building, harm reduction, and alternative 
educational opportunities (PHAC, 2006).

Participatory research (Fals- Borda & Rahman, 1991; Heron & Reason, 
1997; Park, Brydon- Miller, Hall, & Jackson, 1993) confers appropriate 
purpose to research with marginalized populations. As well as means 
of producing knowledge, research becomes a tool for community dia-
logue, education, consciousness- raising, and mobilization for action. As 
a democratic process, it aims to develop practical knowing in pursuit of 
worthwhile human purposes and practical solutions to pressing commu-
nity issues (Reason & Bradbury, 2006). As research for, with, and by the 
people (Fals- Borda, 1991), a participatory approach engages members of 
the community as co- researchers rather than as research subjects, ideally, 
involving participants in all stages of the process—in setting the research 
agenda, posing questions for inquiry, participating in the collection and 
analysis of data, and in deciding the outcomes of the process or how the 
research will be used. Participatory research accentuates the inherent 
human capacity to create knowledge based on experience—to analyze 
and reaffirm or criticize popular knowledge, f lesh out local problems, 
examine their contexts, seek and enact solutions (Fals- Borda, 1991).

Participatory research, while gaining a better understanding of the 
circumstances of youths’ street- involvement, can focus on meaningful 
action. Rather than exploiting youth as informants, research can engage 
them in producing knowledge and working for change to benefit them-
selves and other youth. Two exemplars of participatory research with 
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marginalized youth populations involving youth as co- researchers are 
described here.

1. The Pridehouse Project (DeCastell & Jenson, 2006) partnered 
researchers in Education at Simon Fraser and York Universities with 
the community organization Pride Care Society in Vancouver, BC, 
to engage street- involved queer and questioning youth in an inquiry 
into their housing and support needs and to establish a basis for fund-
raising for dedicated housing for this population. The project used 
multimedia methods for collecting data and disseminating research 
and included night- time excursions to give out food on the streets.

2. The Mothers on the Move (MOM) Oral History project (Guishard, 
Fine, Doyle, Jackson, Staten, & Webb, 2005) partnered researchers 
from the Graduate Center, City University of New York with the 
South Bronx, NY, activist group MOM, which had for  thirteen 
years been advocating for educational equity for their poor and 
working- class community. The study engaged community youth in 
collecting and disseminating oral histories of MOM members while 
investigating the achievement gap to raise their levels of conscious-
ness around the issue and organizing a youth component to MOM 
to carry on its advocacy work.

These examples exhibit the potential for participatory research with 
youth to do something meaningful within the contexts under investiga-
tion. Guishard et al. (2005) define their research as “activist youth research” 
(p. 38). DeCastell et al. (2002) define their participatory research as inter-
ventionist research or community- based activist research, “in which you 
actively set out to DO something in a context in which action is urgent, 
[rather than] simply ‘studying the situation’ ” (para. 1). They suggest that 
traditional research approaches can in fact do harm to already vulnera-
ble participants in distracting them from meeting their survival needs or 
attracting the negative attention of the pimp (para. 1).

The participatory research study described in the following text, still 
in its community- building and conceptual phases, corresponds with 
the excellent work ihuman Youth Society has been doing for more 
than ten years. ihuman offers support to high- risk youth in inner- city 
Edmonton, many of whom are living and working on the streets. Its 
stated mission is to promote youths’ reintegration into the community 
through programs involving crisis intervention, life skills development, 
and arts mentorship (ihuman Youth Society n.d.a, para. 1).

Wallis Kendal, ihuman cofounder and youth outreach worker, describes 
the sociopolitical/economic situation for youth with whom he works as 
comparable to a “third world” context in terms of the limited resources 
and support available to them; he sees many youth caught in a cycle of pov-
erty, despair, and self- abuse with little hope for the future. Government 
departments have little knowledge of or insights into youths’ lives, and in 
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any case, seem more concerned with sanitized facades than real helping. 
The current trend of increased police presence, security personnel, and new 
correctional facilities, provides a sense of security as well as employment 
and revenue to the middle class, while ridding the streets of the poor.

Kendal identifies challenges faced by ihuman youth consistent with 
issues relevant to street- youth generally. Drug addiction is one of the 
greatest problems, in particular crystal meth addiction, alongside undi-
agnosed mental health issues. Other issues of concern include scarcity of 
resources for programming for high- risk youth; inf lexibility of existing 
programs; racism and discrimination with regards to housing for high-
 risk youth; difficulty in accessing basic healthcare for youth without offi-
cial identification; criminalization of youths’ addictions; lack of eligibility 
and access to drug treatment; conf lation of mental illness with addictions; 
physical health concerns related to addiction; assumptions and misunder-
standings by the public regarding the needs of addicted youth; profiling 
and harassment of youth by police and security personnel; growing num-
bers of twelve-  to fourteen- year olds on the street; the tragedy of young 
mothers and their children living in poverty; and the horrific violence 
associated with prostitution, drugs, and gangs.

On an average day Kendal meets with or encounters more than twenty 
young people seeking everything from a place to sleep, an escape from 
violence or abuse, addiction treatment, food and clothing, health and 
mental health care, and access to music, art, fashion, or community ser-
vice. The youth are generally between the ages of twelve and twenty- six 
and predominately First Nations individuals, with more young Africans, 
Asians, and Caucasians seeking ihuman’s services. The majority of these 
youth want help, but they are often compromised by their illegal activities 
directed toward their survival.

The interventions with youth involve staff establishing a support system 
for each individual including the basic needs of safe shelter, food, mental, 
and physical health care. Most also need addiction counseling and place-
ment. In this regard, ihuman uses a harm reduction model (MacMaster, 
2004), since for many youth, who need longer- term care and constant 
support to overcome their addictions, more traditional programs are not 
a good fit. ihuman understands that recovery is an arduous process that 
takes time and often several attempts. As Kendal explains, “this is not a 
program where we reshape a person in six weeks” (ihuman Youth Society, 
n.d.c, para. 5). While the ihuman Youth Society does place emphasis on 
recovery, it does so in a realistic manner that takes into account the many 
driving forces behind addiction. A strength- based perspective with an 
individualized approach is taken for every youth, and if recovery is not 
an option, safer use is promoted. The average time a youth spends in 
an ihuman program is three years, during which staff “get kids off the 
streets, and into arts- based programs which lead them to heal and discover 
their own identity . . . while they transition into independent living and 
steady employment” (ihuman Youth Society, n.d.a, para. 2). During the 
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recovery process ihuman’s support and guidance is unconditional; they 
do not phone police over youths’ illegal activities, or censor them in any 
way. ihuman’s success in working with this population is due to the empa-
thetic, gradual, and accepting nature of their programs.

With the aim of creating workable pathways for youth to live healthy 
lives, the intervention strategies and programs developed by ihuman have 
had a positive impact for many youth. For Kendal, artist and arts educa-
tor, and cofounder Sandra Bromley, also an accomplished artist, the arts 
are central to ihuman’s programming. Arts programming is an effective 
approach with this population in that the arts are f lexible enough to meet 
the needs of youth on an individual basis. The arts are a vehicle to con-
nect with youth and for youth to explore and express their experiences 
and understandings of world around them, in ways that accommodate 
them emotionally, physically and psychically; the arts also accommodate 
their often turbulent lifestyles. Unlike sports programs that are generally 
group oriented and make specific demands, arts programs can be individ-
ualized. For a recovering youth who does not work well with others, or is 
not successful at keeping a regular schedule, this is crucial. The majority 
of programs available for high- risk youth in Edmonton are government 
funded work- related training programs, more concerned with the needs 
of the marketplace than the youth, aimed at quickly redirecting youth 
into the work force. In contrast ihuman’s arts programs allow for gradual 
reintegration, with the well- being of the youth as their primary concern. 
What the youth need from a program is longevity and the opportunity to 
connect with a staff member or other youth, to build trust and provide a 
sense of family.

The ongoing arts- based and life- skills focused educational programs 
offered by ihuman include

professional music instruction and production—letting the youth  ●

have full creative power of their sonic visions;
computer competency in music, art, and word- processing programs; ●

a visual arts studio; ●

an annual youth written and performed theater project with a local  ●

theater company;
a fashion program including public fashion shows; ●

guidance with literary development—diary, poetry, storytelling, and  ●

spoken word;
break dancing workshops; ●

tutorage and support for academic achievement and literacy; and ●

resume, job hunting, and personal coaching. ●

Following are three success stories about ihuman youth:

1. One young man says, “I went through about 17 different foster 
homes between the ages of six and ten . . . I went through a lot of 
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abuse, physical and psychological. I had a lot of anger issues and 
I wasn’t getting along at school” (ihuman Youth Society, n.d.c, 
para. 2). Finding himself homeless, he turned to drug dealing to sur-
vive. He credits ihuman for providing the means to his recovery. He 
“began to use the centre’s studio to record his rap, it grew to be not 
only a creative outlet, but also a means to overcome his addiction” 
(para. 4). Tragically, this young man slipped off track and back into 
meth use, but ihuman helped him get clean again and into addiction 
treatment (para. 6).

2. This young woman’s story began at age fifteen on the streets. After 
a year with ihuman she made the decision to turn her life around. 
She went back to high school and with the help of an ihuman schol-
arship, studied social work to make a difference and help those with 
challenges like hers. Employed by ihuman first as a youth worker 
and now as a professional social worker, she is sought after as a com-
munity leader, a speaker, a youth worker, a mentor, and also as a 
multidisciplinary artist. She now helps high- risk youth across the 
continent (ihuman Youth Society, n.d.b).

3. At twenty, another young woman discovered ihuman Youth Society, 
where she began working on plays, poetry, and painting. “At ihu-
man she found the courage to show her poetry to others who would 
value it. [For her] writing has always been therapy, a refuge, and a 
survival tactic” (Sikora, 2005, p. 14). She now works at ihuman help-
ing other youth express themselves through writing and art and is 
publishing a collection of poetry by inhuman youth.

As is evident from the youths’ stories, ihuman believes strongly in 
youth helping other youth. Graduates from the program, those who ihu-
man has helped to achieve a level of reintegration, are employed as youth 
workers and serve as mentors for other youth. ihuman youth give talks 
and arts- based workshops at conferences, in schools and for commu-
nity events on drug awareness, addiction, suicide, rebuilding identity, 
youth leadership, and on how to use the creative arts to make positive 
change in life (ihuman Youth Society, n.d.a). ihuman has had great suc-
cess in developing youth leadership and in building a supportive com-
munity for youth.

With its aims of peer- to- peer support, consciousness- raising, advocacy 
and action, ihuman is an ideal partner for participatory research. If more 
scientifically rigorous evidence were required to support ihuman’s capac-
ity for conducting research, a Justice Canada funded feasibility study with 
ihuman would not have concluded that “it is possible both to engage 
youth in conf lict with the law in artistic endeavors and to have them par-
ticipate in a research study” (Wright, John, & Sheel, 2005, p. 5).

The proposed participatory research project with ihuman seeks to make 
use of the ostensible power and legitimacy of university- based research and 
the academic expertise of university researchers to the benefit of ihuman. 
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To this end, a number of university- based researchers were recruited from 
across disciplines relevant to the mission of ihuman, including researchers 
in Education, Criminology, and Psychiatric Nursing, to collaborate with 
ihuman youth workers, graduate students, and youth as co- researchers in 
designing, analyzing, and evaluating the research.

The project’s theoretical perspective and methodological design are 
aligned with ihuman’s aims. It takes a participatory approach using arts-
 based methods (Barone & Eisner, 1997; Conrad, 2004), which corresponds 
to the integral role of the arts in ihuman’s work. As research, the arts, 
seen as legitimate ways of knowing and making meaning, bring together 
inquiry and creative processes as powerful alternative means of generat-
ing, representing, and sharing knowledge. Community- based, practical, 
emotional, and embodied ways of knowing are valued. The arts explore 
questions and express understandings that are not easily accessed or repre-
sented through other means in order to more fully understand the nature 
of human experiences and to contribute to greater quality of life and cre-
ate a more just and inclusive society.

Striving to end the monopoly of the written word, participatory research 
commonly incorporates alternative methods such as oral traditions—cul-
tural art forms that are already part of community life such as storytell-
ing, songs, life histories, photography, photo/voice projects, radio, poetry, 
music, myths, drawing, sculpture, puppetry, and drama. These alterna-
tive forms become meeting spaces for cultural exchange (Fals- Borda & 
Rahman, 1991; DeCastell & Jenson, 2006) offering exciting possibilities 
for engaging people in expressing and investigating their realities, and for 
generating knowledge and disseminating research. The arts are a partic-
ularly effective means of eliciting responses from groups, including mar-
ginalized groups, who do not necessarily concede to or appreciate the 
dominance of the written word.

Specifically, this project will involve a core group of ihuman youth staff 
as facilitators, aided by graduate research assistants, working with other 
ihuman youth, to create digital art video narratives of their life experi-
ences. Digital video technology is a dynamic medium using images and 
sound to capture and express young people’s stories, and a medium for 
which youth have an affinity. Art videos (which may take the form of 
visual poems, animations, montages) offer opportunities to capture the 
complexities of youths’ lives and social environments—both the physical 
realities of their lives and their inner, imagined and felt experiences—to 
present insights beyond words.

The project is aimed at empowering youth by putting the tools of cultural 
production into their hands, by actively involving them in advocacy and 
the search for solutions to youth issues. Engaging youth as co- researchers 
in a participatory research process will allow them to see themselves as 
agents of change within their social context. In this way, the project aims 
to benefit youth participants directly through developing skills, research 
literacies, and encouraging self- efficacy and empowerment.
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As in the Pridehouse project, this project will give youth “an opportu-
nity to train and work with their near peers to develop their own critical 
accounts of their lives and their futures . . . and to devise counter- narratives” 
(DeCastell & Jenson, 2006, p. 242). The youths’ art videos will provide 
insights into their experiences, their readings of the world.

Prospects for Education, Consciousness- raising and 
Social Change

The Pridehouse and MOM projects illustrate the educational potential 
and prospects for catalyzing social change through participatory research. 
In each project, goals for the youth included consciousness- raising, capac-
ity building, skills training, work experience, paid employment, youth 
leadership development, peer mentoring, and self- advocacy.

For the Pridehouse project, “capacity- building of youth themselves was 
an explicit goal . . . to provide youth hired for the project with skills- training, 
work experience, and paid employment as community- based researchers” 
(De Castell et al., 2002, para. 1). The youth received training in research 
methods and media arts; they gained a sense of agency through cultural 
production and the “development and mobilization of literate competences” 
(DeCastell & Jenson, 2006, p. 230). Researchers conceptualized the project 
as both research and pedagogy; through productive activity- based learning 
and critical thinking they saw “engaged and insightful critique of the daily 
lives of street- involved queer youth made possible” (p. 242). For youth in 
the study, “their active design, development and production of a promo-
tional video to fundraise for designated housing helped them access and 
develop more powerful cognitive, social and political analysis” (p. 243).

For the MOM project (Guishard et al., 2005), with the goal of cultivat-
ing critical consciousness among youth, “research training sessions were 
designed as a democratic environment to empower youth, by expanding 
and building on their emerging commitments to social change through 
inquiry” (p. 43). As well as payment and course credit, youth researchers 
received acknowledgement as authors on publications, gained experience 
in conducting interviews and participant observation, and had opportu-
nities to present their research. Excerpts from youths’ essays about their 
experiences illustrate their raised awareness; how they came to see them-
selves as agents for change and as researchers capable of contributing to 
knowledge production:

1. “I have learned a lot about the activism that goes on within my 
neighborhood, as well as gained a broader perspective of what has 
been going on in public schools . . . I think teaching youths how to be 
critically conscious and aware of injustices they may not have noticed 
before is one of the best things that can come of this” (Mothers on 
the Move, 2006, para. 9).
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2. “People who are critically conscious know what is going on and want 
to make a change. Once they find out they take action” (para. 12).

3. “Through this project I have grown not only into a youth researcher, 
but an activist. A proud, youth activist” (para. 14).

Guishard et al. (2005) describe the youths’ consciousness- raising process 
in noting that, “as the youth found a vocabulary for naming injustice, 
they stretched their individual experiences into generalizable collective 
experiences” (p. 45).

As well as raised awareness for the youth researchers involved in 
these projects, university- based researchers also learned from the youth. 
Pridehouse project researchers learned about the risks of homelessness 
and street involvement for youth of nonhegemonic sexual identification 
(De Castell et al., 2002, para. 8). MOM project researchers learned “in 
rich contextual detail, how mothers and youth cultivate an awareness 
of oppressive educational practices and policies that shape their futures 
and struggles for justice, against educational inequality” (Guishard et al., 
2005, p. 36).

As in these projects, prospects for education, consciousness- raising, and 
social change through participatory research with ihuman will build on 
the youths’ already emerging awareness of the sociopolitical/economic 
contexts that shape their life situations. Kendal believes that the prospects 
for achieving these goals are good, but limited by the youths’ day- to- day 
lived realities, the fact that many are in survival mode and recovering 
with little energy to spare for critical analysis or action. When they arrive 
at ihuman the youth already have an embodied sense of how the system 
(social services, justice, schooling, health care, family) has failed them. On 
the road to recovery, through dialogue with others, many reach a point of 
being willing and able to speak out about their experiences, to advocate 
on their own behalves. Yet, ihuman like other well- intentioned organi-
zations struggling for survival must be guarded in its critique of govern-
ment from which it also seeks funding. Unlike government programs that 
demand “deliverables” and number- counting to measure success, ihuman 
sees success for individual youth in any positive step forward, whether 
that be walking onto a stage for a fashion show, enrolling in one course 
at school, recording a song, finding a place to live, selling a painting, or 
getting off drugs.

With the current pessimistic attitude regarding young people, described 
as a war on youth (Pintado- Vertner & Chang, 1999), and with homeless 
and street- involved youth seen as a threat, Blake (2004) claims that the 
need to develop and acknowledge youths’ local literacies is a powerful way 
to break the culture of refusal and rebuild hope for and with youth. For 
DeCastell and Jenson (2006), a youth- centered production- based peda-
gogy, involving cultural production involving multiliteracies, couched in 
the authoritative discourse of research, provides hope for empowerment, 
self- understanding, and agency. As Wingert et al. (2005) contend, despite 
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negative portrayals of youth and the real hardships faced by homeless and 
street- involved youth, research is needed that portrays youth as agents 
rather than victims, maintains their autonomy; a philosophy of empow-
erment is critical.

Working with high- risk youth as co- researchers to investigate their life 
experiences—their struggles as well as the avenues of support available 
to them—promotes understanding to support the development of appro-
priate responses to the realities they face. Through participatory activist 
research, youth can join the discussion of issues concerning them and 
move toward effecting positive change in their lives.
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